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The “Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact 
in Rural Development” project is implemented by CTA 
in different parts of the world, in collaboration with the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) and the Inter-American Institute for 
Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA), and with financial 
support from IFAD, the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development. This project aims to 
facilitate the adoption of an experience capitalization 
process in rural development initiatives, where it can 
help improve the analysis, documentation, sharing,  
and the adoption and use of lessons and good practices 
– as an approach for continuous learning, improvement 
and scaling up.
The cases featured in this booklet were selected and 
written by those participating in the project. 
Responsibility for the information and views set out in 
each case lies entirely with the authors. Reproduction is 
authorised provided the source is acknowledged.
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C TA is committed to supporting the Pacific Island States to build resilience and improve incomes and 
nutrition outcomes, especially in rural agricultural 
communities. Since mid-2016, CTA has been 
implementing the “Promoting Nutritious Food Systems in the 
Pacific Islands” project, co-funded by the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development, IFAD, and run in 
partnership with the Pacific Islands Private Sector 
Organisation, PIPSO. Its goal is to strengthen the 
capacity of the Pacific Island governments, farmer and 
private sector organisations, and sub-regional institutions 
to develop strategies and programmes, as well as mobilize 
financing, that can increase poor rural people’s access to 
nutritious and healthy food.
Timely interventions that yield results in Pacific 
communities are needed if the region is to adequately 
deal with the additional strain on the agri-food and 
health systems that is expected should the Pacific 
population double by 2050. Through the collaborative 
CTA/IFAD/PIPSO project, several success stories of 
ongoing and past agricultural programmes and projects 
that benefit rural communities have been captured. 
Many have been analysed and documented through 
CTA’s experience capitalization project so that lessons 
learned and good practices can be shared widely and 
further adopted and used. 
Knowledge, learning and innovation go hand in hand. 
Experience capitalization is an important element in the 
innovation process. The stories featured in this booklet 
are drawn from Fiji, Samoa, Solomon Islands and 
Vanuatu. They represent the diversity of the challenges 
as well as the tested solutions that Pacific Islanders have 
themselves endorsed. They showcase what worked  
well as well as what did not. Readers are encouraged  
to replicate and scale-up the good practices in their 
programmes and projects and avoid the pitfalls.  
By doing so, we all will help to advance experience 
capitalization, continuous learning, and innovation  
to transform Pacific agri-food systems and contribute  
to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.
Thank you.
FOREWORD
Judith Ann Francis 
Senior Programme Coordinator, 
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A cyclone threatened to hit Fiji both times we held an experience capitalization workshop there in early 
2018. It gave an immediate insight into the urgency  
of strengthening resilient communities in the Pacific. 
These two were only threats, but the presence of climate-
related disasters is all too real in this region. The setting 
here is unique – in part due to the remoteness of small 
islands and the fragility of farmers facing changing and 
extreme weather. 
Because of this unique context, a one-size-fits-all 
approach does not make much sense in the Pacific. 
The ‘best practices’ that do well in other parts of the 
world may not have the same results here. And this is 
precisely why it is so important to listen to the voices 
from the Pacific itself. It is the people who live and 
work in rural development here, who know what 
works. And what may not work so well.
The experience capitalization process that we started 
in Fiji gathered over 20 participants from all over the 
region: Fiji, Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands, Samoa, 
Papua New Guinea, and Kiribati. They used the  
two workshops and the time in between to describe, 
analyze and write about a chosen case from their 
real-life experience. This book presents the end result 
of this process: 12 articles written by the 14 people  
who completed the full process. 
In the articles, you will find different ways in which 
people have learned to deal with extreme weather and 
the persistent threat of cyclones. They have turned to 
agroforestry, permaculture, and the use of specific 
crops to help create more resilient communities and 
reduce soil erosion. Others have written about the 
challenge of finding reliable markets for agricultural 
products – not always easy on remote islands.  
Read on, and learn more about community-led 
education efforts, diversifying crops, growing orchids, 
mobile apps, and more. 
I am especially proud to introduce this work from  
the Pacific, because this region is so often overlooked 
in a global perspective. But the lessons learned here 
can be useful worldwide. With a group of experience 
capitalization champions in the Pacific, we hope to 
hear much more in the future.  
Laura Eggens 
Consultant for CTA, co-facilitator  








8 EXPERIENCE CAPITALIZATION Resilience and productivity in the Pacific
IMPROVING FARMING 
PRACTICES IN FLOOD-
PRONE AREAS IN THE 
SOLOMON ISLANDS
Elmah Panisi Sese
In the Solomon Islands, when one of Guadalcanal’s lead 
farmers lost his farm to flooding in 2014, a number of  
NGOs began supporting his farm’s rehabilitation. John Maeli 
planted new seedlings and started implementing climate-smart 
agriculture practices. Soon the rebuilding process had 
transformed his farm into a demonstration area and training  
hub for other farmers concerned about climate change and 
eager to learn more resilient practices.
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Climate resilient farming practices
The Solomon Islands’ Government, through the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAL) and the 
local Guadalcanal Provincial Government, took special 
interest in John’s farm because he was considered one of 
three lead farmers on Guadalcanal, and local farmers 
regularly visited him for advice. In the wake of the 2014 
flooding, Kastom Gaden Association, a local NGO,  
and ROC Taiwan Farm, a Taiwanese demonstration 
and training farm in the Solomon Islands, began 
providing seedlings to John. They also helped him  
to establish nurseries on his farm of guava, eggplant, 
fruit trees and root crops to help expand his production. 
The organisations also provided him with technical 
advice when he needed it. 
At the same time, Live & Learn, another local NGO 
which provides agricultural training in the Solomon 
Islands, began facilitating connections between John 
and other local farmers through its Food Security 
programme which organises “Look and Learn” field 
trips. Through this activity, Live & Learn was able to 
provide more farmers with free resources, such as 
nursery trays and bush knives, and training and 
technical advice on fertiliser use and natural repellents 
from John’s farm.
One training course provided from John’s farm that 
proved particularly popular among local farmers was  
Guadalcanal Island is known as the food basin of the Solomon Islands. East Guadalcanal has the largest 
plain or flat area suitable for farming in the country, 
however the plains are prone to flooding. In 1986, 
Cyclone Namu brought rice farming in the plains to  
an end and brought the country’s economy to its knees. 
The western side does not have much flat land, but  
there are still two big farms plus many smaller farms. 
The biggest threat to these farms is flash flooding.
John Maeli, a local farmer in west Guadalcanal, was 
heavily affected during the 2014 flash flooding which 
swept away his village, destroying his house and parts 
of the farm which he had established in 1998 with his 
wife, Clotilda. Yet with the help of local and 
international NGOs and agencies, John has not only 
continued to farm but has expanded his production 
from 8 to 12 hectares and is now sharing farming 
practices that will make other local farms more  
resilient to future flooding.
According to John, the farm is costly to run but 
goodwill and the establishment of good relationships 
with the community helps to sustain the whole 
operation. John is making a lot of money from the  
sale of fruits and vegetables at his farm. Due to high 
production, John is also able to create job opportunities 
for students who can do little jobs at the farm like 
bagging the fruits in plastic bags, and picking and 
weeding on the farm.
Cover An eggplant plot  
at the Takaboru Knowledge 
Hub, Guadalcanal,  
Solomon Islands
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Inspired by John, one local farmer has implemented 
many of the practices demonstrated at his farm, and 
has added betel nut trees alongside guava trees, root 
crops and vegetables. Another farmer from Ulawa  
in the Makira province added other crops and fruit 
trees, like betel nut and guava, on the edges of his 
plots of eggplant, cabbage and potato after visiting 
John’s farm. Since then, John has continued to 
support this farmer by sending him guava seedlings 
to plant. Other smallholder farmers near John’s farm 
have also tried to use the same practices as John, 
because they know the techniques can help them to 
expand their farming operations for increased 
income, and help protect crops during periods of 
flash flooding.
John looks out for opportunities to network and build 
relationships with the local community. When people 
come to visit the farm, he always tries to give them 
something to take away, whether it’s a fruit or a root 
crop cutting. Sometimes people bring cuttings from 
their farms to exchange with John which he is then 
able to experiment with. In a year, with support from 
Kastom Gaden Association and ROC Taiwan Farm, 
he produces 70,000 to 80,000 cuttings, ready for 
planting, selling and distribution. He sells these 
low-cost planting materials to local farmers, 
individuals and schools. John also sells and distributes 
guava, cassava and banana varieties to 37 farmers. 
Looking to the future
At John’s farm there is no training venue and 
materials, such as booklets and guides, are lacking. 
The farmers learn better when they hear and at the 
same time see and do things, giving handouts with a 
lot of words to read has discouraged some. It has been 
suggested that giving them pocket cards or by using 
simple charts with drawings, diagrams and numbered 
steps would help them to learn better.
John feels that he needs more support from the 
network of trainers at ROC Taiwan Farm, Kastom 
Gaden and Live & Learn, so that he can better 
on ‘alley cropping’. In alley cropping, crops like potato, 
cassava and other root crops are planted on straight rows 
or mounds, while Gliricidia trees are planted along the 
channel between the mounds. This means that the 
Gliricidia leaves then fall into the middle of the rows  
and improve the soil fertility by acting as mulch. John 
practices alley cropping but with guava trees, which 
provide about 60% of his income.
Another farming practice taught by Live & Learn, 
though not common in Guadalcanal, is contour farming. 
This system is usually practiced on hilly areas, whereby 
vetiver grass is planted to hold the soil together and 
reduce the impact of landslides. Vegetables are planted 
inside the rows of grass. 
Three tier cropping was another technique taught by 
Live & Learn, which helps to reduce environmental and 
agricultural degradation. Using this system, a farmer 
begins by planting tall tree crops like coconut, breadfruit, 
cutnut or inikori and then plants shorter tree crops like 
banana, sugarcane and guava. Finally, low-ground 
crops like cassava, potato, yam and taro are planted. 
The idea of three tier cropping is that the taller crops act 
as windbreakers during cyclones and protect the lower 
crops from the storm, ensuring that farmers continue  
to have access to food even during natural disasters.
In 2015, a group of farmers from East Guadalcanal 
villages visited John’s farm and were impressed by the 
tree cropping and mixed cropping methods he used. 
This model not only maximised space on the farm but  
it also helped to control weeds. While mixed crops like 
cabbage, eggplant and beans can be washed away by 
floods, tree crops usually survive and enable farmers  
to recover financially. 
John’s farm is still popular among local people, and in 
2017 he had 120 visitors. As a result, John’s methods of 
farming have been replicated in several villages in East 
Guadalcanal. “The model that John is using at his farm 
is suitable for this country as for many of us who live in 
flood prone areas, tree cropping and mixed cropping 
farming will be improve resilience where we live; this is 
eye opening, I have never tried it before,” explained one 
visiting farmer.
Above left Mixed cropping 
with guava trees, tomatoes, 
capsicum and eggplant 
 
Above right Visitors at 
Maeli’s farm stand  
among the pineapples,  
guava and banana trees
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explain things and provide resources to those who  
ask for them when NGO officials are not around.
In terms of funding to meet other needs like labour, 
transport and equipment costs, the local government, 
through MAL, could consider providing money to the 
project in the future. 
John’s farm has expanded but more land is taken up by 
demonstrations so there is not enough space for crop 
rotation and fallow. Pests and diseases force the use of 
chemicals and pesticides. John wants to allow more of  
his land to rest and recover in the future.
As the farm has expanded, John has increased his 
nurseries, seedlings and cuttings from 50,000 to 
70,000/80,000 per year. However, using natural 
alternatives cannot fully protect the farm from pests  
and diseases, and in some sections of the farm, John has 
planted marigold flowers because the pests don’t like the 
smell of the flower. In a farm 10 km away, the farmer 
soaks tobacco sticks overnight and the next day sprays 
his Chinese cabbages and other vegetables with the 
solution. Mixing red hot chilli with water and soap is 
another natural method for killing pests such as fruit 
flies. On short rows of cabbages and beans, John will 
walk through the crops and try to kill the pests with his 
hands but this is extremely time consuming.
Conclusion
Stakeholders like Live & Learn, Kastom Gaden, ROC 
Taiwan Farm and MAL play a very important role in 
assisting farmers like John, who live and farm in 
flood-prone areas, especially to restart their farms after 
disasters. Live & Learn facilitates the training of the 
farmers and provides tools like hoes, knives, spades, 
seeds; Kastom Garden provides seedlings, seeds and 
training; ROC Taiwan Farm provides guava seedlings 
and pawpaw and provides ongoing support and training 
on how to look after these plants. John can also seek their 
advice whenever he needs it.
John and the farmers who live in flood-prone areas 
would like to encourage other farmers to use the tree 
cropping mix and the alley cropping methods because 
they maximise space, improve soil fertility, control 
weeds, keep the soil moist and, most importantly, they 
improve the chance of crops being safe in times of 
flooding. 
John has come a long way with his farm since the 
challenges he initially faced when his home and farm 
were washed away. In the future, he can expect some of 
his crops to survive in times of disaster and even provide 
for those who one day find themselves in an unfortunate 
situation like the one he found himself in. Therefore, in 
the west and east of Guadalcanal, tree cropping and 
mixed cropping is sustainable both economically and 
environmentally. The farmers have continued to talk 
and improve upon the methods they have been taught  
in training and they continue to adapt to their 
environment.
Elmah Panisi Sese works as 
Country Manager, Live & Learn 
Solomon Islands. 
Email: elmah.panisi@livelearn.org
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  





Keywords: Farming practices;  
natural disasters; rehabilitation
Above left Vetiver grass, 
planted on the side as a 
natural fence, is also used 
for mulching 
 
Above right John Maeli 
explains his mixed cropping 
technique to many visitors
IMPROVING SOIL  
FERTILITY THROUGH 
TRAINING IN THE  
“GARDEN ISLAND OF FIJI”
Serenia Madigibuli
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A non-governmental organisation that has a history of working 
with rural families spanning over 40 years – Tutu Rural Training 
Centre (TRTC) – launched a project in 2015 to improve 
education surrounding soil degradation on the island of Taveuni 
in Fiji. Through the training of youths in the use of nitrogen-fixing 
crops and the environmental issues caused by some chemicals, 
TRTC set about restoring the fertility of the island’s soil in the 
wake of damage caused by climate change. 
TRTC is a rural education centre for youths and young farming families. The centre is situated on 
the volcanic island of Taveuni (the third largest Fijian 
island), which is also known as the “Garden Island of 
Fiji” because of its fertile soil. The island’s main 
exports are taro and kava, and 80% of the island’s 
19,000 population are farmers.
Farming is at the heart of the training provided by the 
TRTC because local communities across the island 
depend on farming for their livelihoods. However, 
over the past 15 years, TRTC, along with the Fijian 
Ministry of Agriculture, have conducted research on 
the depleting fertility of the soil on Taveuni. Relentless 
mining of the soil and the overuse of chemicals by 
rural communities has negatively impacted upon 
yields and the quality of produce. This has led to a 
dramatic reduction in the profits made by farmers 
and, as a result, some rural families can no longer 
afford to send their children to school. Others have 
moved up into the mountains in search of greater soil 
fertility, cutting down trees and damaging natural 
water sources, further exacerbating the island’s 
environmental issues. 
A training programme
Through the training of youths and farming families, 
TRTC set about enhancing and restoring the fertility 
of the soil on Taveuni. The overall objectives of this 
new project were to enrich soil fertility and soil biology, 
through the implementation of sustainable farming 
practices. The project also aimed to promote soil 
awareness programmes available in Taveuni and to 
empower farmers to enact their own participatory 
processes around soil fertility.
This project started in 2015 and was closely monitored 
for 5 years by TRTC, the Fijian Ministry of 
Agriculture and other stakeholders. The first training 
workshop was held in Tutu in 2015, for farmers to 
come together for learning exchanges on soil fertility 
and biology. Some farmers were beginning to 
understand the implications of the depleted state  
of their soil and began taking ownership of the 
programmes and their land. As a result of this 
workshop, farmers, in collaboration with TRTC, have 
planted mucuna beans (a nitrogen-fixing crop) across 
the island and have banned the use of chemicals. 
Through individual farmers teaching one other about 
what they have learned at training sessions, some 
farms are beginning to produce larger yields.
A young man named Mika was one of the farmers 
trained at Tutu. He is one of the project’s success 
stories. He has a two-hectare farm and for four years 
he used the methods he was taught to enrich his soil. 
He now makes approximately triple what he was 
earning prior to beginning his training. By 2018,  
Cover The island of Taveuni, 
the “Garden Island of Fiji”
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On the other hand, the limiting factors to success 
included the cost of travelling to remote farms, difficult 
weather conditions, which impacted upon production, 
and the vast areas of land which are owned by tribal 
units and not by individuals.
Close accompaniment by staff and facilitators of the 
programme helped the farmers and improved the 
implementation of changes on the farms. Another 
lesson learned is that building personal relationships in 
the community improves the project’s local credibility. 
Moreover, respecting farmers and their pre-existing 
knowledge is beneficial to the project (some traditional 
methods for maintaining soil fertility have been 
practiced over hundreds of years).
The unexpected outcomes were that youths began 
teaching their peers. A ripple effect has started and 
those who were unable to attend the training sessions 
are learning from others. Plus, there is a new increase 
in demand for soil fertility training on the island and, 
as a result, nine more villages will receive training by 
August 2018. 
Mika was earning about FJ$ 1,800 (€743) a month 
from his taro crops and FJ$ 23,000 (€9,495) from  
his kava crops. “If it was not for the enhancement 
programme I would not have been able to build my 
house,” he explained.
Contributing factors
There were obstacles to implementing soil 
enhancement programmes on Taveuni, including the 
community’s resistance to change. The farmers had 
become reliant on using chemicals as a fertiliser or to 
control pests. However, the project implemented 
activities to overcome these obstacles, which included 
field trips to farms which had successfully 
implemented changes and awareness workshops and 
education on soil health and soil biology for farmers.
The positive outcomes were a clear result of the 
participatory training sessions, where farmers were 
able to feel like they were respected and listened to, 
individual farmers learning from one another’s 
successes and failures and the timing of this 
programme. Most farmers had begun to acknowledge 
the impact that soil depletion was having upon their 
livelihoods and, as such, they were more willing to 
listen and learn.
Serenia Madigibuli works as 
Project Coordinator, Tutu Rural 
Training Centre, Fiji. 
E-mail: niamadigibuli@gmail.com
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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The overall objectives of this new  
project were to enrich soil fertility and 
soil biology, through the implementation 
of sustainable farming practices.
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“YOU MADE US THINK”:  
THE PATH-BREAKERS BATTLING 




A training programme covering the basics of permaculture 
and of a healthy lifestyle is promoting sustainable 
development and enabling communities across Samoa  
to combat the adverse effects of climate change. Drawing 
upon Samoan heritage, the Taiala programme placed an 
emphasis upon community-led education and communal 
learning in farmer’s cooperative societies. Through the 
guidance of Matuaileoo Environment Trust Inc.’s Taiala 
programme, 10 villages have now adopted a more 
ecologically attuned world-view.
L ocated in the south-west Pacific, Samoa is a small island developing state, and is widely recognised as 
one of the most vulnerable areas to the impacts of climate 
change. In many of these nations it is believed that they 
have contributed very little to the causes of climate 
change and yet they stand to suffer the most. A lack of 
local climate knowledge has left Samoa unable to 
effectively adapt to the adverse impacts of climate 
change, leading to soil erosion and rising sea levels which 
are affecting the livelihoods of island communities. 
In order to reverse this trend, Matuaileoo 
Environment Trust Inc. (METI) embarked upon an 
innovative programme named Taiala – meaning 
path-breakers. The project started in January 2010 
and ended in January 2011. In partnership with the 
Government of Samoa, the 10 communities of 
Lealalii, Maninoa, Nofoalii, Sapulu and Sapunaoa in 
small Upolu, and Malae, Patamea, Satufia, Sagone 
and Vaipu’a on the island of Savaii, received 
agricultural training from METI. 
Issues concerning food production, such as poor soil 
quality, were identified by METI as major obstacles to 
sustainable development across Samoa. METI therefore 
implemented an approach to help find solutions to the 
different issues that individual farmers were facing. For 
example, training in food security, sustainability and 
climate change adaptation was provided, as well as 
offering education in problem-solving and organic 
farming. From previous experience, however, METI 
understood how a lack of communication between 
NGOs and communities can be a barrier to progress, 
and so was this programme put into place. 
Who are Taiala and what were 
their objectives?
Traditionally, Taiala are leaders who guide the way for 
the rest of the community. In this instance, they acted 
as middlemen between the community and METI, 
and those who were selected came from a number of 
different backgrounds. Some were chiefs and orators, 
others were housewives or retired public servants. 
What they all had in common was that they were 
raised in the villages they were selected to lead. 
Before the path-breakers began their work in the 
villages, they underwent 2 weeks of training in 
agriculture and permaculture. Afterwards, they  
were embedded into village activities and made  
key participants in local decision-making processes. 
This enabled METI to ensure that informed decision-
making remained at a local level. The main objectives 
for the Taiala were
• to appropriately train communities to protect 
Samoa’s productive landscapes and to mitigate  
land degradation;
Cover Putting their training 
into practice, farmers use 
recycled plastic bottles to  
grow seedlings
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• to promote biodiversity conservation; and
•  to increase soil carbon sequestration in order to 
mitigate the impacts of climate change.
A training process
The project began with consultations between METI 
and community members, where the objectives were 
laid out. The overall aim was to improve the capacity 
of the 10 communities to live sustainably, which was 
achieved by enacting the following activities over a 
4-week timeframe in collaboration with the Taiala:
• Problem-solving training: A programme based 
on the premise that sustainable development can 
only succeed in a peaceful environment. METI 
offered this training to communities in order to 
teach peaceful problem-solving and promote 
non-violence in the community.
•  Permaculture training: An agricultural 
programme which taught participants that 
permaculture is a design system used to provide for 
human needs in a sustainable way. Permaculture 
uses natural patterns as a model for design. It 
provides a way of thinking which helps us to design 
highly productive systems, where people can live 
abundantly while caring for the earth in harmony 
with the animals, plants, oceans, rivers and people 
around us. The methods taught in this training 
session could then be used to resolve land 
degradation, improve biodiversity conservation  
and increase soil carbon sequestration.
• Healthy living training: Considered the most 
direct and effective measure to prevent and reverse 
the near-epidemic levels of obesity and non-
communicable diseases currently plaguing Samoa. 
This campaign focussed on raising awareness about 
the causes and consequences of unhealthy food 
habits. The training was also important in educating 
the sufferers of non-communicable diseases, 
empowering them to change their lifestyles and to 
consume locally produced fruits and vegetables.
•  The establishment of farmers’ cooperative 
societies: A way for beneficiaries of METI’s 
training programmes to come together and to put 
into practice what they had learned. Within the 
cooperatives, community members had the ability  
to produce organically grown crops for their own 
consumption or for sale in local and overseas 
markets. These cooperative societies also had the 
potential to transform into informal learning hubs  
in the communities. 
As a result of the 4-week training, about 80% of 
farmers in each village set up their own vegetable 
gardens from the seeds and tools distributed by the 
project organisers. METI visited the farmers every 2 
weeks but the Taiala were there to help them every day, 
Above Training at the 
community level in Samoa
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What next?
It is anticipated that a more environmentally-aware 
village leadership will emerge following the sustained 
efforts of METI and the Taiala. It is hoped that this 
leadership will promote a new mind set which reflects 
a more peaceful, inquisitive and ecologically attuned 
world view. It is expected that this new world view will 
lead to an increase in appreciation for nature and its 
unique processes by village leaders. It is further 
expected that in the aftermath of this programme, 
more vibrant communities, capable of carrying out 
self-reliant initiatives, will develop. Community 
leaders can then also become effective stakeholders in 
negotiations with the Government of Samoa, pushing 
for change to environmental policy across the country.
The cooperative societies remain in place and 
continue to promote sustainability in the 10 Taiala 
programme communities and METI maintains a 
strong connection with these communities. Due to its 
success in the initial 10 communities, METI intends to 
expand the Taiala project to the rest of Samoa.
METI’s motto for community work is inspired by the 
philosopher Lao Tzu, who said: “Go to the people, talk 
to them, live with them and love them. Start with what 
they know, build with what they have and with the best 
of leaders. When the work is done, the task 
accomplished, the people will say, we have done this 
ourselves.”
as well as to record their progress. Overtime, METI 
developed strong relationships with the villages. This 
enabled open discussion about some of the challenges 
that the communities were facing throughout the 
project, which helped the project to run more 
smoothly and improve as it went along. 
After a relatively short time, METI was able to see 
many results. A detailed assessment showed that 
community members
• can produce seeds from their own plants;
•  can utilise tools in their gardens;
• are more resourceful, utilising old plastics and 
bamboo for their seedlings;
• can apply seed saving methods, rather than buying 
seeds; and they also 
• understand how to use natural pests, such as neem 
leaves and pawpaw leaves, rather than buying 
pesticides.
But despite the positive results, the programme still 
faced some challenges that hindered the training 
process. For example, some community members were 
still relying upon chemical pesticides whilst they were 
learning about organic farming. Even with the help of 
the Taiala, there was difficulty in trying to change the 
habits of some community members. As a solution to 
the issue, during permaculture training, the 
importance of using natural pesticides was reiterated 
and the communities soon began to implement what 
they had learned. As one of the farmers explained, 
“You made us think”.
Another issue that arose was resentment between  
those who were involved in the programme from  
the beginning and those who wanted to join the 
programme later on. It was felt that those who had 
invested time in implementing the project should see 
the benefits of it first and as such, no new members 
should be allowed to join the programme. The issue 
was discussed in the cooperative and it was resolved by 
simply giving the rest of the village the chance to 
participate by joining the farmer’s cooperative society. 
Aloema Leaupepe works as Senior 
Training Officer & Programme 
Coordinator, Matuaileoo 
Environment Trust Inc. (METI).  
E-mail: aloema@meti.ws
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  





Keywords: Land degradation; climate change; natural  




20 EXPERIENCE CAPITALIZATION Resilience and productivity in the Pacific
AGROFORESTRY, THE 
SOLUTION TO FOOD 
INSECURITY FOR RURAL 
COMMUNITIES IN VANUATU
Glarinda Andre
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Agroforestry, the process of surrounding agricultural land with 
trees and shrubbery, was implemented in a conservation area 
in Vanuatu in 2012 with the aim of ending food insecurity in 
the rural community of Khole. With 50 plots established in the 
420 ha area, local farmers gained the ability to grow resilient 
variations of kumala and yam. 
R ural communities in Vanuatu have been struggling with food insecurity due to the growing effects of 
climate change upon household food gardens. A 2013 
socio-economic baseline review of the Khole community 
in east Santo, undertaken by Live & Learn Vanuatu, 
highlighted that most rural farmers depend upon 
household gardens for sustenance and extra revenue. 
The issue of food insecurity in Khole was caused by 
low-yielding root crops and poor harvests of 
vegetables, such as yams, kumala, taro, manioc and 
island cabbage. These issues, caused by climate 
change, were considered a contributing factor to 
worsening diets in the community and the drop in 
average household revenues. Children were most 
affected by these developments and many were forced 
out of school due to fees which their parents could no 
longer afford. Instead, the children would pick 
coconuts to sell as a way of alleviating the financial 
burdens the low yields had placed on their family. 
The project 
In 2011, Live & Learn Vanuatu undertook a Rapid 
Assessment of Programme (RAP) of Khole community, 
which initiated the idea of piloting agroforestry plots 
within the Loru Conservation Area as a solution to the 
issue of food insecurity. As a result, in 2012, Live & 
Learn Vanuatu implemented an EU-funded project 
entitled Pilot effective models for governance and implementation 
of REDD+ in Small Island Developing States to provide 
equitable benefits for forest-dependent local and 
indigenous people. This 5-year project emphasised 
overcoming poverty by building agroforestry plots  
for rural farmers in need of household food gardens.  
To minimise the risk of large community disputes over 
land ownership, Live & Learn chose to work with just 
20 farmers from the Serakar Clan in Khole. 
The project consisted of two main activities – the 
establishment of agroforestry plots in the degraded 
areas of the Loru Conservation Area and the formation 
of the SERTHIAC Enterprise, which guided the 
farmers and supported the operations of the 
agroforestry plots financially. “Being in a remote 
community with not much access to services and 
resources like schools, clean water, energy and health 
care, our only source of food security and income was 
through gardening,” said Kalsakau Ser, a land owner 
and farmer who participated in the project. 
The formation of the agroforestry plots was an inclusive 
activity. Twenty farmers of the Serakar Clan (five of 
which were women), technical experts from Live & 
Learn Vanuatu and three technical experts from the 
Agriculture, Environment and Forestry Department of 
Vanuatu, held meetings and consultations to design the 
agroforestry plots. The design and implementation of 
the 50 agroforestry plots in the Loru Conservation Area 
Cover Farmers from the 
Khole community are 
planting in one of the  
50 agroforestry plots in the 
Loru Conservation Area
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average 2-week period she would make very little 
profit. Nut buyers were paying just 300 vt per kg  
and she could only process nine packets of nuts every 
fortnight. The box below outlines the prices Ser  
would get for her processed nuts. 
Following this evaluation, Live & Learn Vanuatu 
considered the implementation of agroforestry plots as 
a better solution to the community’s food insecurity 
problems. It was anticipated that 50 hectares of 
agroforestry plots would be established in the Loru 
Conservation Area. The one-hectare individual plots 
offered both long – and short-term benefits. Long-term 
benefits considered were that the trees could one day 
be used for timber and the short-term benefits were 
considered to be the garden produce of kumala and 
yam that would grow in the plots. 
was mostly facilitated by Live & Learn Vanuatu,  
and technical support and advice was provided by 
government experts. 
The Loru Conservation Area has 420 ha of secondary 
vegetation forest (forest which has already been 
disturbed by humans), consisting of native trees and 
Vanuatu’s most valauable bird species. Native trees 
make up 220 ha of the forest, which include the nangai, 
natapoa, namamao, natora and kauri species. Also included 
are bird and mammal habitats such as bird nesting 
sites, bat roosting sites, swiflte roosting sites and 
coconut crab habitats. A rapid assessment of the flora 
and fauna in November 2014 highlighted the existence 
of 24 species of birds within the conservation area. 
The remaining 200 hectares of land was covered by 
Meremia vines. The plants of the area could only 
provide a partial solution to the food insecurity 
problems faced by the community, but protein  
could be sourced from hunting wild pigs within the 
conservation area and children could also collect  
nuts from the nangai nut trees for their parents to sell.
Some famillies began selling nuts in order to buy food 
for their children. Gathering nangai nuts proved time 
consuming however, and often the price paid for a 
kilogramme of nuts was only around 300 vt (€2.35).
A case study undertaken in 2014 by Live & Learn 
Vanuatu analysed the income of Tounifiel Ser, a 
70-year-old woman farmer. She stressed that over an 
Case Study # 1
Name: Ser Tounifiel | Gender: Female
Age: 70 | Village: Khole village
Activity: 2 weeks cracking up nangai nuts  
gaining a total of nine packets of 1 kg rice packs
Kilo’s Total
3.7 kg 1110 vt
1.9 kg 570 vt
2 kg 600 vt
Totals 7.6 kg 2280 vt
Above Farmers were joined by 
technical experts from Live & 
Learn Vanuatu and from the 
Agriculture, Environment 
and Forestry Department
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sufficiently enough to create shading. It was 
recommended that by year three and four of tree 
maturity, taro and kava should be planted into the 
agroforestry plots.
The community became more resilient because of  
the food gardens within the agroforest. The resilient 
kumala and yam varieties that were planted were high 
yielding due to their ability to adapt to a changing 
climate, and they were also free from pests and 
diseases. “I am very excited to see how the gardens  
are being resilient to these different weather patterns,” 
explains Chief Skip of Khole community. Moreover, 
as a result of the planting of trees in the agroforest,  
the soil began to regain its nutrients. The trees also 
brought more wildlife into the Loru Conservation 
Area, such as ducks and bats.
One limitation to the project was that some farmers 
struggled to find the revenue to put into their plots.  
For example, some farmers were unable to afford 
fencing materials to protect their plots from wildlife 
unless they were paid for by the enterprise or an 
external partner. Another limitation was ensuring  
that there were enough funds and resources for the 
SERTHIAC Enterprise to continue supplying resilient 
tree and crop varieties to all 50 agroforestry plots.
What next?
It is evident that agroforestry can help combat the 
effects of climate change in the rural communities of 
Vanuatu. It lessens the impacts of climate change in a 
structured and effective way, by increasing food 
production and reducing reliance on food imports.  
In 2018, Live & Learn Vanuatu is looking forward to 
further financial support from donors and government 
partners to help establish agroforestry plots, similar to 
the ones in Loru, in the conservation areas of Gaua, 
Malekula, Santo and Tanna.
Long-term benefits 
The agroforestry project in Loru was a huge 
opportunity for the 20 rural farmers of the Khole 
community who were given the chance to work on 
the plots. While slowly benefiting from the crops that 
were planted, a long-term opportunity arose which 
offered even more benefits. The production of 
high-yielding crops was once again possible due to 
management activities such as weeding and the 
pruning of trees and with the advice of agriculture 
and forestry extension officers from the Department 
of Agriculture and Forestry. 
In 2013, the NAKAU Programme, a rainforest 
conservation company which offsets carbon, consulted 
with the farmers and agreed to sell carbon credits of the 
Loru Conservation Area with certification from PLAN 
VIVO – a carbon standards body. The farmers were 
able to use the carbon credits to pay for their children’s 
school fees. The process of becoming certified under 
the PLAN VIVO standards included taking an 
inventory of the trees within the Loru Conservation 
Area and clearly defining the governance structures of 
the area, such as land management plans and business 
plans, which ensured the trees were protected from 
logging for a duration of 30 years. Between 2016 and 
2018, Loru credits were bought by a number of 
national and international companies, offsetting their 
carbon emissions. The Loru Conservation Area has so 
far sold up to 4,884 carbon credits. It costs 504 vt (€4) to 
offset one t of carbon.
The formation of the SERTHIAC Enterprise was a 
great accomplishment for the 20 farmers. This entity 
implemented a business plan and recruited a farm 
manager and a finance administrator from within the 
group of farmers. The business plan outlined how the 
benefits of the project were to be distributed fairly and 
equally between the 20 farmers. 
The project instigated behavioural change across the 
community as well, such as the planting of climate-
resilient varieties of kumala and yam in the 
agroforestry plots. However, the trialling of other 
resilient crop varieties was limited due to the time 
restraints of the project. Taro and kava, for example, 
could not be planted until the trees had grown 
Glarinda Andre works as  
Local Project Manager,  
Live & Learn Vanuatu. 
E-mail: glarinda.andre@livelearn.org
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“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
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POST-CYCLONE 
AGROFORESTRY IS  
HELPING TO SOLVE FOOD 
INSECURITY IN VANUATU
Jessie Kampai
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T he Republic of Vanuatu is made up of 82 islands, with a total land mass of 12,274 m2 and a total 
population of 280,000. Approximately 70% of the 
population lives in rural communities and most are 
subsistence farmers. They depend entirely upon their 
farms for food and they sell their surplus produce as a 
source of income. 
Cyclone Pam hit the islands in 2015 and badly 
damaged 80% of the country. In particular,  
southern Vanuatu was totally devastated by the  
cyclone, which swept away gardens, trees and houses. 
Agroforestry was identified by Live & Learn as well  
as by the Food Security Cluster, an organisation made 
up of individuals from the Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development (DARD), NGOs, the private 
sector and FAO, as the best approach to improve  
food security.
Agroforestry is an intensive land-use management 
system whereby trees are grown amongst crops or  
in pastureland. Small island nations, like Vanuatu, 
find this technique very useful. Individuals can grow 
trees, vegetables and root crops such as mahogany, 
carrots and sweet potato, all on the same piece of 
land and still earn the same income as they would 
from two separate plots of land. 
Agroforestry is an approach which has short – and 
long-term benefits; in just 2-3 weeks’ time, a farmer 
can harvest their vegetables, in 3-4 months’ time, 
they can harvest their root crops and in 5-6 years’ 
time, they can harvest fruit from their fruit trees.  
In 15-20 years’ time, timber can also be harvested 
from the trees. The agroforestry approach was 
implemented in 2016 in the provinces of Shefa and 
Tafea, the two areas most devastated by the cyclone. 
Delivery of vegetable seedlings  
to priority areas
The ideology behind the agroforestry approach was 
not just to improve food security, but also to create 
long-term income opportunities for farmers. Two 
central nurseries and three hub nurseries were built in 
the Shefa province in 2016 with the help of Live & 
Learn Vanuatu. Trees such as mahogany, sandalwood 
and whitewood were grown. Cassava, taro and yam 
were the root crops reared at the nurseries and 
vegetables, such as pak choi, carrots and dwarf beans, 
were also grown. The central nurseries were used to 
supply hub nurseries with planting materials. The  
two central nurseries were for the Department of 
Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) and  
the hub nurseries were for the Department of Forests 
(DoF). Both central nurseries were based at the 
department’s headquarters at Tagabe. In the Tafea 
province, a further three hub nurseries and another 
central nursery were established. The hub nurseries 
are smaller than central nurseries and are used by the 
local community. The central nurseries were fully 
In the wake of Cyclone Pam, Live & Learn Vanuatu set about 
ending food insecurity in some of the country’s worst affected 
communities. Seedlings, reared in nurseries, replaced the crops 
that were washed away in the disaster. The implementation  
of agroforestry plots, plant tissue grafting, and the introduction 
of carrots and broccoli to the islands are being hailed as 
important steps forward in the fight to end food insecurity.
Cover An agroforestry officer, 
community member and 
agriculture officer prepare the 
nursery in Finonge, Emae 
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Above The farm manager 
displays the grafting 
techniques to all visiting 
farmers
operated by the government, whilst the hub nurseries 
were run by knowledge hub committees – groups of 
community members guided by DARD and DoF. 
Seven priority communities – Finonge in Emae,  
Pele in Tongoa, Paunangisu in Efate, Middle Bush 
community in Tanna, Port Patrick community in 
Aneityum and Ipota community in Erromango – 
were chosen to participate in this project. Across  
these communities in the provinces of Shefa and 
Tafea, men, women, youth and chiefs were elected  
to make up the knowledge hub committees and 
oversee the day-to-day operations of the nurseries. 
These committees acted as the first point of contact 
between the government and the communities.  
The committees also accepted material, social  
and financial support from Live & Learn and the 
government, which they disseminated to the 
community members. 
The committees worked tirelessly with the DARD,  
the DoF and Live & Learn Vanuatu officers to establish 
the hub nurseries and make them functional. With the 
island suffering during the El Niño dry season, the 
team built irrigation systems at all of the nurseries to 
water their precious seedlings. The committees 
oversaw the day-to-day operations of the nurseries until 
the seedlings were old enough for distribution. In total, 
50,325 trays of vegetable seedlings and 30,252 trays of 
tree seedlings were distributed across the seven priority 
areas. A total number of 10,000 individuals benefited 
from the project. 
A strategy with multiple benefits
With the nurseries effectively up and running in all 
priority areas, a demonstration plot was established 
at each one. The communities were taken to the 
demonstration plots and given first-hand training on 
the different spacing and plant varieties that were 
integrated into the plot. The crops that were planted 
were vegetables, root crops and tree species. The 
committees not only thought about the present, but 
also considered what to plant for when the tree 
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Below Central nursery at  
the Department of Agriculture 
and Rural Development  
in Efate
common, introduced species, because it has a taproot 
that grows deeper into the ground. Participants in 
the project were shown how to graft the wild lemon 
tree variety’s roots to the introduced lemon tree 
variety’s stem to create a more cyclone-resistant 
plant. “I am so happy to be part of the training and 
especially the grafting session. I wanted to learn the 
grafting technique long ago but there was no training 
available. This is a bonus for us farmers, to learn and 
apply this skill to my farm. This will help save my 
canopies closed up in the future. With limited 
sunlight, most crops will not grow, however, the 
committees collected wild yams to plant in 
anticipation of the changing agroforests.
Integrated into the training was a technique called 
grafting. Grafting is a horticultural method whereby 
the tissues of one plant are joined to the roots of 
another, at the stem. Studies have shown that 
Vanuatu has a native lemon tree that is more resilient 
to storms and natural disasters than the more 
The approach taken by the project 
proved that agroforestry is a viable 
technique for small island nations 
like Vanuatu.
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A viable technique 
Overall, the approach taken by the project proved 
that agroforestry is a viable technique for small island 
nations like Vanuatu to improve food security. This 
approach allows even those with limited resources to 
grow their own food and, in the future, even building 
materials. With everything planted in one plot, 
labour requirements are reduced when compared to 
traditional farming systems where crops are grown in 
separate fields. Even those in Vanuatu’s urban 
settlements, such as Luganville or Port Vila, can visit 
DARD and the DoF for information about how they 
can engage in agroforestry techniques to end their 
food security worries. 
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  





Keywords: Agroforestry; natural disasters;  
rehabilitation; food security
Jessie Kampai works as  
Local Project Manager, 
Live & Learn Vanuatu. 
E-mail: jessie.kampai@livelearn.org
farm in times of disaster,” said John Willie, a 
participant in the project. 
Another line was the introduction of nutritious carrots 
and broccoli. The Walavea community in Epi had 
never seen or grown a carrot before the introduction of 
the project. Having the opportunity to grow carrots in 
the nurseries, as well as broccoli, was another new step 
forward for food security in Vanuatu and enabled the 
community knowledge hub to generate additional 
income. “I have never seen or grown carrots in my 
entire life. This is the first time I have ever grown and 
harvested carrots on Epi Island. When I first saw the 
broccoli leaves, I thought they were Chinese cabbages. 
I am so proud of this achievement and this has 
triggered our interest to grow more carrots and 
broccoli in our own farms, to sell at the market. 
All of a sudden, there is a demand after the first trial  
in the nursery,” said a committee member from the 
Walavea Knowledge Hub on Epi Island.
Above Agriculture officers 
prepare the distribution of 
planting materials
SHARING SUPERIOR  
CROP VARIETIES WITH 
LOCAL FARMERS IN THE 
SOLOMON ISLANDS
Pitakia Tikai
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In 2006, the Kastom Gaden Association (KGA) recognised the 
need to diversify the Solomon Islands’ crop varieties in order to 
combat the strain that an increasing population was having 
upon people’s livelihoods. The 3-year Searem Niu Plant Long 
Gaden project sought to introduce African yam, cassava and 
sweet potato varieties from overseas and this established a 
process of crop diversification which improved the country’s 
self-sustainability. 
T he Solomon Islands have experienced considerable intensification of land use in recent decades, 
caused by population growth. From the beginning of 
the century, the population has increased by around 
2% each year. However, consequent reduced fallow 
periods and extended periods of crop growth resulted 
in a reduction in soil fertility, leading to a reduction in 
crop yields. This became a major problem in some 
locations, such as in north Malaita and in many of the 
smaller islands. There was considerable potential to 
improve food production, particularly if higher-
yielding, pest resistant varieties of local and foreign 
sourced crops were adopted. 
Farmers and families in rural areas have faced many 
difficulties in relation to food production, namely due 
to natural disasters, pests and diseases. Population 
growth has put a greater strain on the availability of 
land, harming some people’s ability to sustain 
themselves. However, subsistence food production 
sustained the population during the displacements  
and fighting associated with the ethnic tensions from 
1999-2003, and farming makes a vital contribution  
to the welfare of the nation – especially for those 
dwelling in rural areas.
The Kastom Gaden Association, KGA, is the largest 
farmer organisation in the Solomon Islands, with 
more than 5,000 members. KGA recognised that the 
majority of rural dwellers were entirely dependent on 
subsistence agriculture for their livelihoods. Therefore, 
diverse farming systems, which provide resilience in 
times of disaster, were prioritised by KGA for food  
and livelihood security reasons. The availability of 
traditional food gardens was being undermined by 
population growth and the erosion of traditional 
knowledge over time, so a strategy that revolved 
around the use of appropriate technology and 
traditional knowledge was seen by KGA and the 
government as important for sustainable livelihood 
improvement. 
The Solomon Islands agriculture smallholder study, 
prepared in 2006 by the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID), found that 
rapidly increasing populations had led to the 
intensification of land use, with extended cropping 
periods, a reduction in bush fallows and reduced yields 
of food crops. The 3-year Searem Niu project was 
implemented in 2006 by KGA with support from 
AusAID. The project aimed to collect, share and 
introduce three crop varieties from overseas, namely; 
African yam, cassava and sweet potato, providing new 
varieties of crops to farmers in all nine provinces of the 
Solomon Islands. The implementation of new varieties 
of cassava, sweet potato and yam was thought to have 
the potential to improve the situation.
KGA also provided training in various basic farming 
methods and livelihood improvement initiatives, such 
Cover A diversity fair to 
evaluate the crops
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as nutrition awareness and disease management, and 
finance. This was conducted in order to improve food 
and nutrition security for those on smaller incomes. 
Farmers gained knowledge on how to better protect 
their crops from pests to improve production and 
nutritional outcomes.
In order to improve the availability of the new crop 
varieties to farmers, the Searem Niu project supported 
germplasm centres (rural training centres based across 
the Solomon Islands) to establish gene banks of local 
sweet potato and yam varieties, as well as foreign 
varieties from the Regional Germplasm Centre of the 
Secretariat for the Pacific Community (SPC). At 
diversity fairs, organised by the germplasm centres, 
the most resilient varieties of sweet potato and yam 
(from either local varieties or foreign varieties) were 
chosen and distributed to the attending farmers for 
evaluation. Diversity fairs were held in Kilokaka in 
2007 and in Kukudu and Manivovo in 2008. The 
selected crop varieties were resilient in the sense that 
they could grow in poor soil conditions and were more 
resistant to diseases than other local crops. They also 
proved popular among farmers because of their 
superior taste.
Collection of superior crop varieties
KGA feels that the most efficient way to increase the 
production of cassava, sweet potato and yam is 
through the adoption of superior varieties of these 
crops, either imported or locally selected. Banana, 
cassava, maize, sweet potato, taro and yam varieties 
from Papua New Guinea were selected after many 
years of research by the Solomon Islands Ministry of 
Agriculture and Livestock, to be introduced in the 
Solomon Islands. The planting of these crop varieties 
was a great way for villagers to evaluate their local 
agronomic and culinary performance and to  
increase the production of crops which, through 
research, have been proven to be high yielding and 
resilient to diseases.
Through the regional germplasm centres, there was 
considerable potential to introduce new varieties of 
sweet potato and yam, widening the options available 
to farmers. In the Searem Niu project, African yams 
were chosen because they were already spreading 
rapidly in the Solomon Islands through informal 
farmer introductions. The African yam has significant 
advantages over indigenous yams because it is resistant 
to anthracnose (a serious disease that afflicts the yam), 
they can be grown in less fertile soils than the local 
variety and they can be cultivated all year – unlike the 
indigenous yams which are a seasonal crop.
Sharing of superior crop varieties
Through the Searem Niu project, farmers received 
superior varieties of sweet potato and yam to support 
and enhance their production capacities. Reports from 
farmers at the central market in Honiara suggested 
that the initiative increased the volume, value and 
quality of locally produced sweet potato and yam on 
the market.
The availability of improved sweet potato and yam 
varieties impacted positively upon rural livelihoods in 
the Solomon Islands. The initiative increased both the 
production and the efficiency of labour. With superior 
varieties which can grow in a wide range of soil types, 
farmers do not need to go far to make gardens but can 
instead harvest crops nearer to their homes. Not only 
that, they also harvest good yields and high-quality 
crops. The most important outcome was the 
enhancement of food security in areas where land has 
been over-farmed and yields of subsistence crops were 
declining as a consequence of decreasing soil fertility. 
Multiplying and maintaining 
superior crop varieties
Under the Searem Niu project, around 20 gene bank 
centres, where the sweet potato and yam were grown 
and later distributed, were established by KGA in the 
Solomon Islands during the project period. Some have 
been successfully maintained by the local 
communities, meaning crops and seeds are still 
regularly accessible to the community members. 
With improved knowledge about farming systems, 
farmers have gained the confidence to conduct 
informal workshops for other farmers in their local 
areas, on topics such as the rapid multiplication of 
seeds, plant propagation and the maintenance of 
superior food crop varieties. The project also 
encouraged farmers to conserve their local landrace of 
Above The germplasm 
bulking centre
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crops and held diversity fairs, where farmers evaluated 
the crops and distributed them to one another. Public 
diversity fairs were held in each community that KGA 
worked with from 2006-2009. Those local varieties 
that were chosen by the farmers as superior during the 
diversity fairs were sent to KGA where they were 
further bulked, multiplied and distributed to even 
more communities, rural training centres and farmer 
organisations. 
Germplasm centres were established by KGA from 
2006-2008 to bulk, multiply and evaluate sweet potato 
and yam crops and to distribute them through the 
local PMN members for communities to grow in their 
gardens. Most germplasm centres have formed 
steering committees, comprised of local farmers, 
which oversee the budget and day-to-day organisation 
of the centres. In 2008, more than 20 germplasm 
centres signed memorandums of understanding with 
KGA and carried out awareness-raising activities in 
nearby villages about the Searem Niu project and the 
idea of eating local varieties of sweet potato and the 
benefits of these crops. 
Distribution of superior crop 
varieties through PMN
KGA has helped to strengthen cohesiveness in a 
number of communities in the Solomon Islands by 
forming various community-based organisations, 
which eventually became KGA’s rural partners. These 
rural partners played a vital role in delivering KGA’s 
services and programmes in the rural communities. 
The organisations helped KGA to collect, multiply 
and distribute the best sweet potato and yam varieties 
to the farmers that needed them. They even helped to 
collect, multiply and distribute planting materials to 
sweet potato and yam as well as other crop varieties, 
such as taro, local leafy vegetables and local fruits. 
Farmers are now more aware of the value of 
preserving local crop varieties and their significance in 
food security, due to the positive impact these crops 
have had on their livelihoods. 
The impact of the programme can be seen in the 
increase in the number of Solomon Islands Planting 
Material Network members (PMN members). There 
are now 5,000 members of this network, which was 
established by KGA to give people in remote areas 
more access to superior varieties of sweet potato and 
yam and greater access to technical information about 
how to grow food closer to their homes.
KGA has also extended its reach through the inclusion 
of the Ministry of Health and Medical Services in the 
promotion of nutrition gardens near hospitals and 
clinics. KGA established gardens at the Atoifi hospital, 
the Kirakira hospital, the Malaita province hospital, 
Malu’u clinic and the Sasamuga hospital. Varieties of 
sweet potato now grow in these locations for use by the 
hospitals. 
Farmer evaluation and the 
dissemination of superior planting 
materials 
KGA’s network of rural training centres across the 
Solomon Islands were used for collections of local 
superior varieties of sweet potato and yam. Planting 
materials from these root crops were then 
disseminated into the communities. The foreign 
varieties of sweet potato and yam and superior local 
varieties were then planted in group-run farms or 
germplasm centres. The germplasm centres grew the 
Above Evaluating both 
bananas and root crops  
at the diversity fair
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Unfortunately, only three varieties were able to be 
virus indexed before the project ended in 2008. These 
three indexed varieties were multiplied and shared 
with farmers to grow on their farms. At the same time, 
copies of the three sweet potato varieties are now kept 
at the tissue culture lab at SPC, where they are 
protected against pests and diseases. 
The emphasis on growing and maintaining local 
varieties of crops greatly increased the self-sustainability 
of the farmers and PMN members. Collectively, the 
experience stimulated the informal economy and 
provided long-term benefits to rural people. The 
accessibility of superior varieties of sweet potato and 
yam diversified the rural cash crop industry, which 
strengthened economic sustainability and resilience, 
whilst also contributing to more sustainable land use 
practices. The continued sharing of superior crop 
varieties ensures that the Solomon Islands and its 
farmers have access to high-potential crops.
PMN members and rural farmers within their 
catchment areas. 
Through this initiative, KGA received 20 sweet potato 
varieties from SPC in 2008, they were grown in 
germplasm centres and later shared with farmers to 
grow in their own gardens. The majority of 
germplasm centres established collections of superior 
varieties of sweet potato and yam. The collections 
came from communities, PMN members, KGA and 
other farmer’s organisations. They have held more 
than 10 diversity fairs and sent 20 local varieties of 
sweet potato and yam to KGA for bulking and 
sharing. However, the project did fall behind schedule 
and therefore the plan for the Searem Niu plan was not 
fully carried out; some collections from communities 
across the Solomon Islands were not completed and 
some germplasm centres are still yet to hold diversity 
fairs of their own (as was initially intended). Although 
the Searem Niu project ended, PMN members still 
continue to exchange the planting materials chosen by 
the project with local farmers. 
Conclusions
Through the Searem Niu project, 20 superior sweet 
potato varieties were selected and sent overseas for 
virus indexing – a process whereby all traces of viruses 
are removed from a crop’s tissue cultures. 
Pitakia Tikai works as  
Coordinator at the Kastom Gaden 
Association (KGA). 
E-mail: p.tikai@gmail.com
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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FOOD BANKS IN YASAWA: 
COMMUNAL FARMING 
AND RESILIENT BEHAVIOUR 
Lanieta Tokalauvere
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T o be food secure is to have food readily available before, during and after disaster periods. The food 
should be nutritious and locally stored. For communities 
living in cyclone paths, like the Yasawa community, this is 
often difficult to achieve because people are reliant upon 
government handouts after a cyclone has hit and they are 
reluctant to plant vegetables in fear of the next cyclone 
hitting in the near future. It is because of this that Vinaka 
Fiji implemented a food bank project in the community. 
This food bank project was piloted in the two villages of 
Kese and Soso, on the island of Naviti. This was made 
possible with the assistance of the Pacific Risk Resilience 
Programme (PRRP) of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), and Live & Learn Environmental 
Education (LLEE), Fiji.
Naviti is a volcanic island and the largest island in  
the Yasawa Group in the western division of Fiji. It is 
located on a cyclone path, making it susceptible to 
natural disasters between the months of November 
and April. The district of Naviti was severely affected 
by TC Evan in December 2012 and an extended dry 
spell in 2014. In 2016, Naviti was also hit by category  
5 TC Winston.
Kese and Soso are two of the seven villages of Naviti 
district. Kese has a total population of 219 people 
while Soso is home to 433 villagers. The main sources 
of income are tourism and fishing. Many also plant 
cash crops, such as Chinese cabbage, cucumber, 
eggplant, lettuce, long bean and tomatoes, which are 
then used for family consumption.
The project began in February 2015 and was expected 
to last six months; however, it was later completed in 
February 2016. The project was extended due to delays 
in implementation, caused by unforeseen bereavements 
within the villages. The main objectives were 
• to plant disaster resilient crops that could be stored 
for long periods of time, after harvest, for 
consumption; and
• to have nutritious food stored for the communities 
before and after disaster periods, rather than relying 
on non-nutritious food rations.
The main problems that were identified in a number 
of cyclone path communities included
• The over reliance on the government to support 
them with food after every disaster period; and 
• A complete lack of availability of nutritious foods 
after disaster periods.
The stakeholders involved in the project’s 
implementation processes ranged from private 
businesses like South Sea Cruises, local villagers, 
farmer’s committees, church groups, local and 
international donors and the government. The project 
married traditional food storage knowledge with current 
technology which helped to build the storage facilities. 
In the wake of tropical cyclone (TC) Evan in 2012, Live & Learn 
Environmental Education in Fiji helped Vinaka Fiji, a charity that 
works to improve the lives of those who live on the Yasawa 
islands, to implement a food bank scheme in the Yasawa 
community. When TC Winston devastated the country again  
in 2016, it was the communal farming plots and the two newly 
built food stores in the community, established by the project in 
2015, which ensured that the villages of Kese and Soso were 
able to sustain themselves. 
Cover Kese women after  
one of the first consultation 
meetings
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Figure 1: The different partners and stakeholders that were engaged  
in the implementation of the food bank project.
monthly activities. The committee advised the 
nominated village development leaders on their 
planned activities, and the leader would relay this 
information to community members at village 
meetings.
(c) Operational plan: The food bank committees in 
Soso and Kese villages had monthly planning sessions 
where upcoming meetings and activities were clearly 
outlined. The food banks plan for the two villages 
focused on reviving the art of planting traditional 
resilient crops and maintaining traditional storage 
sheds (lololo). 
(d) Farming plots: Training was provided to 
subsistence farmers to teach them traditional methods 
of planting, harvesting and preserving resilient crops. 
Through the food bank project, the two communities 
planted 2,000 suckers of dalo ni tana and 1,000 kumala 
The project
The project involved the following steps:
(a) Consultation meetings: This was one of the 
first activities that was carried out before the project 
was implemented. A Rapid Assessment of Aspirations 
and Perceptions (RAP) was undertaken by LLEE to 
gather information about the aspirations of the 
participants of the project. Consultation meetings were 
then held with the two villages to confirm the project 
activities, budget, expected outputs and outcomes, and 
expectations from partners on their inputs and roles 
within the project. 
(b) Establishing the committees: The food bank 
project had a committee made up of 11 members in 
each village. These 11 members were part of pre-
existing village committees. They also represented the 
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wild yams. On the other hand, the yams were 
harvested after the cyclone, and the vegetables  
which cannot be stored for long had to be sold to  
the nearby resorts.
Edwina Luveitoga, a doctor from the Ministry of 
Health, expressed concern about the growing number 
of non-communicable disease cases in the district. She 
urged villagers to place even greater emphasis on their 
food bank project. “Growing more vegetables for the 
food bank will assist in providing healthy food and the 
villagers will come away from the noodles and canned 
foods which are the causes of these sicknesses,” said 
Luveitoga.
The project undertook an inclusive approach involving 
all the existing village groups in its implementation. 
Vinaka Fiji had previous knowledge about how to 
work well with communities like these, having worked 
with the community in Yasawa since 2010. They knew 
about the existing structures within the villages which 
they could call upon for assistance with the project.  
For example, the women’s group, the different church 
denominations in the two villages, the men’s group, 
the youth group and the eight existing committee 
groups in the villages. Due to the project’s success, 
there was also an indication of an extension to the food 
bank project, with the government supporting a plan 
to build a collection centre and a vegetable cooler for 
the two villages. These plans were set to be 
implemented in 2018. 
Challenges
Away from the successes, there were challenges faced 
by this project. There were times when the committee 
members misunderstood that they had to attend 
meetings with new stakeholders. There were also other 
plants, both of which are traditional resilient crops. 
Committee members took it in turns to work on the 
various plantations once a week. Harvested disaster 
resilient crops were then transported to the storage 
houses located within the two villages. New yams and 
dalo ni tana are planted in accordance with the Fijian 
traditional farming calendar of vula i cukicuki ( July). 
(e) Storage houses: Two storage facilities were 
constructed by the village committees with support 
from the Vinaka Fiji volunteers. The facilities ensured 
the safe storage of harvested crops from the farming 
plots. The stored crops were used to supplement the 
diets of 141 households, to provide shoots and topping 
for the next planting season, and for sale to local 
resorts and hotels. 
(f) Banking: Communal income, collected through 
the sales of crops, such as Chinese cabbage, cucumber, 
eggplant, lettuce, long bean and tomatoes, to the 
hotels, was deposited into a bank account. Vinaka Fiji 
undertook financial literacy training in the villages as 
a form of capacity building. In addition, two 
emergency bank accounts were set up to enable the 
villages to access finances quickly during post-disaster 
emergencies.
Project outcomes
The food bank project showed its strengths in the wake 
of TC Winston in 2016. Farmers from Kese and Soso 
were able to sustain their communities with crops 
which they had stored earlier in the year. The planting 
of resilient crops in the villages has also now increased 
compared to previous years. The selected resilient 
crops like kumala were harvested before TC Winston 
and were stored in the storage house, as well as 
vegetables and root crops, such as eggplant, yams and 
Above left The stored crops 
were used to supplement the 
diets of many households  
 
Above right Community 
members took turns to work  
in the different plantations
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Looking back, however, it was possible to draw  
many lessons. Among these, for example, the team 
agreed that having previous relationships with the 
locals helped to garner support for the project.  
One of the conclusions was that “we should expect that 
we will always face challenges when implementing 
projects”. As such, the need to have proactive measures 
drawn up should be emphasised in all programme 
planning, budgeting and executions. The team 
mentioned the need to be prepared to face unexpected 
weather conditions; and be aware of the needs of the 
people. RAP surveys are beneficial to this end. Last,  
it has been clear that food bank projects are the way 
forward in helping communities affected by natural 
disasters to build up their food security, rather than 
relying on others for handouts/support. 
projects in the villages which the village members  
had to carry out, such as the women’s project.  
This contributed to delays in the implementation  
of some of the activities of this project. 
As these villages are located along the cyclone path, 
they experienced bad weather conditions during the 
cyclone season. There was also limited availability of 
resilient crops, such as kumala, yams and wild yams 
and planting materials so Vinaka Fiji had to purchase 
seedlings from farmers on nearby islands. Local 
mentalities were also a barrier to the success of this 
communal project, for example members of the 
communities were resistant to change. Lastly, the Soso 
storage house was destroyed during TC Winston but 
then rebuilt afterwards. 
Lanieta Tokalauvere works  
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Live & Learn Fiji. 
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The food bank project showed its 
strengths in the wake of tropical  
cyclone Winston in 2016. 
KNOWLEDGE HUBS FOR 
RESILIENCE IN VANUATU
Pauliane Basil
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Natural disasters are a permanent feature in Vanuatu. 
Consequently, efforts to improve the resilience of farmers  
to natural disasters was seen as a priority by Live & Learn 
Vanuatu. Knowledge hub committees were put in place  
to help communities to improve their farming techniques.  
This knowledge hub approach was replicated across  
the country and, with government support, Pacific risk  
resilience workshops also took place.
I n April 2015, category 5 tropical cyclone (TC) Pam struck Vanuatu with wind gusts of over 300 km per 
hour. TC Pam devastated up to 96% of the country’s 
crops and heavily reduced the amount of livestock and 
fish available for human consumption. With 80% of  
the population of Vanuatu reliant upon agricultural 
activities, the livelihoods of up to 188,000 people  
were affected. 
Natural disasters are a reality of life in Vanuatu and 
the communities of Sanma, Shefa and Tafea are well 
acquainted with them. Since TC Pam, Tafea has also 
experienced volcanic eruptions and the rest of 
Vanuatu has been afflicted by drought and another 
two major TCs. As a result, the recovery phase from 
one significant event often runs into the next and 
coincides with ongoing development initiatives such  
as efforts to improve food security. Consequently, it is 
imperative that the government, partners (such as  
Live & Learn Vanuatu and Save the Children) and 
community members work collectively to improve  
the resilience of communities to natural disasters. 
In order for development to be effective, risks 
associated with climate change and natural disasters 
have to be integrated within development decisions. 
The communities of Sanma, Shefa and Tafea, with 
support from a range of partners, decided to address 
the risks of losing crops over a 5-year period between 
2014 and 2018, by adopting resilient agriculture 
practices. The knowledge hub initiative involved a 
combination of food security and preservation 
training, demonstration plots which showed climate 
resilient farming techniques, and the distribution of 
crops to the communities. This was overseen by local 
farmers in “knowledge hub committees”, which were 
put in place to help the communities to improve their 
farming techniques. This knowledge hub approach 
was replicated across the Sanma, Shefa and Tafea 
provinces, aided by a network of agriculture extension 
officers who are trained in climate change and disaster 
risk management (CCDRM) and are put in place by 
the government to support agricultural activities 
across the country. 
Approach
The following briefing note was written by  
the Government of Vanuatu and it outlines the 
priorities and the steps which were undertaken by  
the government and the communities across  
Vanuatu in 2016:
“In order to strengthen coordination and address 
priority community development needs, the 
Government has endorsed the Department of Local 
Authorities’ (DLA) risk informed sub-national 
planning guidelines. DLA and Live & Learn 
Environmental Education in Vanuatu piloted these 
guidelines through the production of Community 
Cover The results of backyard 
gardening in Tanna, shown 
at the agriculture festival of 
July 2015
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activities and to coordinate response and recovery 
activities in preparation of disaster. A dedicated 
position for CCDRM was also established in the 
ministry, to sit within the RRU. One of their roles is  
to strengthen the Agriculture Food Security Cluster  
(a network led by the government to oversee 
humanitarian work related to agriculture) and to make 
sure that it is working in conjunction with the regional 
platform whilst also supervising humanitarian efforts 
in times of disaster. The projects also collaborated with 
the Department of Women’s Affairs (DWA) and, as a 
result, gender considerations were included in 
proposals and activities delivered by the RRU.  
As Christian Nielsen, the Live & Learn environmental 
executive director said, “national governments need  
to lead, sub-national governments need to be 
empowered, and communities must benefit”.
Coordinated by the RRU, partnerships were forged 
between MALFFB and a variety of development 
agencies (like the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit, the Food and 
Agriculture Organization, the Pacific Community  
or the United Nations Development Programme, 
UNDP) to pool resources and achieve common food 
security objectives. The cluster system, which is led by 
MALFFB, has been strengthened to deliver CCDRM 
outcomes and support coordination with a wide range 
of additional partners, including World Vision, 
Oxfam, and Save the Children. 
Development Plans (CDP) and Area Council 
Development Plans (ACDP) in three provinces.  
Food security was a major priority for many of these 
communities.”
Live & Learn is a non-government environmental 
organisation based in Vanuatu. With support from the 
UNDP Pacific Risk Resilience Programme (PRRP) 
and the DLA, it conducted workshops in each of the 
three communities to: 
•  Promote sustainable, risk-informed development;
• Strengthen communication between national and 
community-level actors;
• Encourage community development initiatives,  
in partnership with the government, which  
would improve the climate resilience skills of 
community members and ensure that educational 
activities within the communities continue to be 
sustainable; and 
• Foster relationships with experts from within the 
Government who could help to lead the Live & 
Learn Pacific risk resilience workshops. 
The workshops contributed to the establishment of a 
number of risk-informed agriculture projects. A Risk 
Resilience Unit (RRU) was established within the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry, Fisheries 
and Biosecurity (MALFFB) to incorporate risk 
assessment into the ministry’s day-to-day development 
Above Women’s group in 
Mangaliliu village at a  
Live & Learn Pacific risk 
resilience workshops on 
community profiling in Shefa 
(Pauliane Basil, 2015).
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Positive results 
Improved risk management led to an increase in food 
availability, diversity and quality in the markets, 
particularly in vegetables (carrots, cucumbers, dwarf 
beans, English cabbage, island cabbage, lettuce, 
onions, pak choi and tomato). 
Live & Learn Vanuatu has developed project 
proposals, which focus on implementing food security 
strategies, to help restore livelihoods. For example, 
during TC Pam, the Food Security Cluster came out 
with plans and we developed a proposal based on the 
long-term recovery strategy, to establish nurseries 
where fruit trees, root crops and vegetables could be 
grown. Live & Learn Vanuatu obtained funds from 
Activities
The flow chart below shows some of the activities 
explained above, from a national level down to a 
community level, undertaken to deliver the risk-
informed, food security projects. This diagram 
highlights the change that the governance system has 
undergone to facilitate and deliver the food security 
projects, whilst taking disaster risks into consideration. 
The information below comes from the Vanuatu Food 
Security & Agriculture Cluster, TC Pam medium – 
and long-term recovery and rehabilitation strategy 
2015-2017.
Figure 1: Main activities
Food security and 
Livelihood Cluster
Training of AEOs on 






Seed and planting  
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Committees  
Established to coordinate 
and deliver at the 
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RRU established, dedicated CCDRM 
capacity, CCDRM policies and plans
Matrix of community food 
security priorities developed 
from CDPs
Food basket proposals developed 
by RRU with support from  
DWA and LLEE
Establishment of knowledge 
hubs and demonstration plots in 
priority communities 
CDPs and ACDPs developed, 
and food security priorities 
identified
Risk informed Sub-national Planning 
Guidelines endorsed
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disasters. Inter-island crop and seedling sharing has 
been enhanced. Through the network of agriculture 
extension officers and the knowledge hubs, distribution 
of materials between neighbouring communities has 
increased, particularly in response to natural disasters.
Lessons learned
Farmers and community members who were sceptical 
of new techniques were often convinced upon seeing 
the demonstration plots. Farmers that adopted better 
techniques, saw successes and became good 
ambassadors for the Department of Agriculture.  
This helped to change the mindsets of the entire 
communities. 
Graham Daniel, Tanoliu knowledge hub chairman 
and yam farmer, demonstrated how the yam minisetts 
method can produce good quality and high yielding 
salemanu yam, a native yam variety in Vanuatu. He 
also emphasised to the communities that there is 
money to be made in the ground. He told them that 
through the minisetts method, he earns around 
700,000 vt (€5,655) after harvesting the yam. Daniel 
believes that putting your family and community 
welfare at the centre of your heart will give you great 
courage to be creative with your resources and to be 
self-reliant.
Stronger risk governance allows for stronger national 
coordination mechanisms across multiple sectors. 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, through 
the ongoing PRRP, and the crops were introduced to 
be replicated and distributed among communities 
across the country. Another project involved seeds 
purchased from Vanuatu Agriculture Supplies. The 
seeds were raised in nurseries, up to the transplanting 
phase, then distributed to households in trays. 
Other results include an improvement in the availability 
of nutritional food sources in these communities and a 
reduction in the reliance upon imported foods. 
Resilience in relation to food security has increased, 
particularly as a result of increased crop diversity and  
a shift back to more traditional crops and vegetables. 
Backyard gardening and the use of homemade 
compost was encouraged around the country.  
Today, numerous families are practising household 
gardening. Plates are now coloured with vegetables 
throughout the year. A nurse said that balanced diets 
are reducing the number of disease diagnoses at 
Vanuatu’s clinics.
Women played a key role in the implementation of  
the food security priorities, in fact it was noticed that 
the knowledge hubs which had the most active 
participation from women were the strongest. For 
example, the knowledge hub in Paunigisu has been 
very proactive, with the women committing to efforts 
to germinate more vegetable seeds, in order to 
generate income to be used during future natural 
Above, clockwise from top left 
Nursery in Efate
Distribution in Etas by Live 
& Learn Vanuatu staff after 
TC Pam in 2015
The rebuilding of a school 
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by Live & Learn Vanuatu in 
2015
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directors of the Department of Forestry and 
Agriculture, to provide feedback and 
recommendations to the Department and also to ask 
the Department to consider extending the knowledge 
hub committees further across the country. With the 
right policies, investment and collective commitment, 
development aspirations can be translated into reality. 
Strong coordination has resulted in pooling of 
resources, less duplication of activities among agencies, 
for example community profiling, and better outcomes 
for communities. In Aniwa, we worked closely with 
CARE International as they had already produced a 
community profile there.
The Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development, through the network of agriculture 
extension officers, are replicating both the 
demonstration plot and knowledge hub model across 
Vanuatu, for instance in Tanna. Utilising this model as 
an example for future extension officer activities will 
allow for more resilient cropping methods. In Emae, 
for example, there is no extension officer in place but 
there is a knowledge hub committee which provides 
workshops on different techniques, to help farmers 
become more resilient. They also report regularly to 
Live & Learn Vanuatu. Live & Learn meets with the 
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A SUSTAINABLE  
SOLUTION TO SOIL 
EROSION IN VANUATU
George Bumseng and Peter Kaoh
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grass has been proven in farm trials to be the  
most effective and efficient method for stopping  
soil erosion in Vanuatu. 
There are 10 species of vetiver grass – all coarse 
perennial grasses – belonging to the Andropogoneae 
family, found in the tropics of Africa, Asia and 
Europe. However, only one of these grasses, 
Chrysopogon zizanioides (also known as Vetiveria 
zizanioides), has proven to be ideal for soil 
conservation. 
In Vanuatu, vetiver grass is not a native species. 
However, it has attracted the interest of many people 
because of its multiple different uses. The roots 
contain an essential oil which is used in perfumes  
and the grass can also be used to treat wastewater. 
Another use for vetiver grass is as part of a vegetative 
barrier to control erosion on farmland because of its 
strong, compact root system and its numerous stiff 
stems. Other conservation uses include road bank 
and stream bank stabilisation.
Clean and Green Farming was interested in 
exploring the uses of this grass in soil erosion control, 
particularly in the areas of farming and road 
construction in badly eroded locations across 
Vanuatu. The stakeholders were the China Civil 
Engineering Construction Corporation, the 
communities of Aneityum Island and West Ambae, 
the Department of Agriculture and Rural 
S oil erosion takes place when soil is moved from one place to another by water or wind. Globally, 
soil erosion is a major problem for agriculture. When 
soil erosion occurs, it is the top soil that is mostly 
affected. Top soil is the most fertile layer of the soil, 
which plants and animals rely upon to get their 
nutrients and water requirements. Soil that is washed 
away during the process of erosion has devastating 
effects on nature. When soil enters water systems, 
 it negatively affects rivers and their ecosystems and 
also affects the appearance of reefs along coastal 
areas, damaging the tourism industry. 
Vanuatu is a collection of volcanic islands, meaning 
that a large percentage of the country’s agricultural 
activities and roads exist on slopes. Farms and roads 
are therefore susceptible to the dangers of soil erosion 
because rain washes the top soil down the slopes. 
Vanuatu is the world’s most at-risk country for 
natural hazards, according to the 2016 UN 
University World Risk Report. 
Globally, there are many ways of controlling or 
preventing soil erosion. In Vanuatu, FSA has tried a 
number of techniques, including alley cropping, the 
use of Gliricidia species (a medium size leguminous 
tree) as hedges, the use of cover crops, such as mucuna 
(a tropical legume), the mulching of dried grasses and 
the use of dead logs, which can be laid across slopes. 
Out of the numerous techniques available, vetiver 
From 2001 to 2018, vetiver grass was utilised across Vanuatu 
for a number of different purposes. Farm Support Association 
(FSA) used vetiver grass to control soil erosion on farms and 
roads and to promote the rehabilitation of degraded land. 
With the support of partners, such as Clean and Green 
Farming and the Pacific Island Farmers Organization  
Network (PIFON), and with the help of local youths,  
the project successfully repaired the soil in a number of 
communities across the country. 
Cover Footprint in thick 
sediment deposits: soil erosion 
is a major problem 
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Development, the Department of Forestry, FSA staff, 
FSA member farmers, La Source Plantation, 
PIFON, the Tafea Provincial Public Works 
Department, Volunteers Service Abroad from  
New Zealand, the United Nations Development 
Programme and the University of the South Pacific. 
The locations selected to trial the different uses of 
vetiver grass were Aneityum Agroforest, Feeder 
Road on West Ambae Island, La Source Farm (Efate) 
and Lenakel CCECC Roads (Tanna). The activities 
were carried out separately between 2001 and 2018 
with different funding support and with different 
experts on hand to help.
Rehabilitating degraded land 
FSA’s objective was to find a cheaper technique for 
rehabilitating degraded land on Aneityum Island 
and to control soil erosion on the roads of Ambae  
and Tanna Islands. The system had to be effective, 
affordable and easy to maintain. On La Source 
Farm, the aim was to develop a farming system 
which would improve both soil fertility and soil 
conservation.
During the period of 2001 to 2009, the Department 
of Forestry, FSA staff and Volunteers Service Abroad 
from New Zealand decided to demonstrate contour 
planting – the planting of vetiver grass in terraces on 
the slopes, to act as a basis for tree seedlings to 
subsequently be grown on. This occurred in the 
communities of Aneityum Island, where logging 
activities had degraded the soil to the extent that  
no plants would naturally grow back.
A number of sites in the degraded area were selected 
to be rehabilitated. Sites were selected based on how 
badly the soil was damaged. The planting of the 
vetiver grass was done in hedges, at a spacing of 4 m 
between hedges and 10 cm between plants, along 
contour lines marked in the ground. Urea fertiliser 
was applied during the planting process to help aid 
the growth of the vetiver grass. After 3-5 months,  
top soil was seen building up around the vetiver grass 
hedges and subsequently, seedlings of local tree 
species were planted along the upper-side of the 
vetiver grass hedges. 
La Source Farm is on Efate Island and is owned by 
the Catholic Church. The farm has livestock, such as 
cattle, chickens, horses and pigs, as well as crops, 
such as bananas, pineapples and root crops. This 
farm is an FSA trial and research area and poor soil 
fertility was a major problem on the farm. Upon 
learning about the success of the vetiver grass on 
Aneityum Island, vetiver grass was also introduced to 
the farm by FSA. With the help of FSA and a New 
Zealand volunteer expert, planting materials were 
brought to the farm by boat from FSA sites on 
Aneityum Island. 
Right Acacia trees grow 
rapidly and protect the soft 
rock from further erosion
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A central nursery was established on the farm and 
vetiver grass was trialed in two ways. It was planted 
in single hedges and it was planted together with 
Glyricidia hedges in an alley cropping fashion, to try 
and find a solution to the problem of soil erosion and 
poor soil fertility. This work started in 2001 and to 
date, the work is still taking place. Over the years, 
FSA learned the correct spacing needed between the 
vetiver grass plants and how to rapidly multiply the 
grass to produce more planting materials. FSA also 
learned that the leaves of the vetiver grass act as a 
good mulch for food crops. 
FSA also worked with farmers in West Ambae for a 
number of years to promote sustainable farming and 
vanilla production. As part of another project, FSA 
conducted an exercise on participatory learning and 
action (PLA) in communities in West Ambae, to see 
what agricultural-related problems the population 
was having. Among others, soil erosion on the roads 
and on food gardens was listed as a major problem.  
A team of experts from FSA visited the FSA vanilla 
site, which was experiencing similar problems,  
to implement vetiver grass to control the erosion.  
A feeder road was also selected near the communities 
of Ndui Ndui in Ambae, to demonstrate the use of 
vetiver grass in maintaining roads. FSA focused on 
planting vetiver grass to control and to prevent soil 
erosion on the road. Minor work was also done to 
control soil erosion in some food gardens and 
residential areas on the island. Planting materials 
were bought from La Source Farm on Efate and 
shipped to Ambae Island, where a nursery was 
established. The island community was responsible 
for maintaining it. This work was spearheaded by 
youths with FSA’s coordination. A youth leader was 
also appointed and trained as a technician, who was 
On the roads of Ambae and Tanna,  
not only was the soil no longer  
washed away by the rain, but less  
time than before was needed to 
maintain the roads.
based in the field. This work was done in 
collaboration with two youth groups from Ambae, 
two selected communities, a provincial government 
councillor and an agriculture field assistant from the 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
A fourth initiative involved CCECC, who 
constructed roads in Tanna in close collaboration 
with the Public Works Department. Tanna is a 
volcanic island, meaning its soil is volcanic and loose. 
One road stretches from the north of the island to the 
south and the volcanic soil was highly susceptible to 
erosion. After the successful deployment of vetiver 
grass to protect roads in Aneityum and Ambae,  
FSA approached CCECC and the Public Works 
Department to demonstrate, in some selected  
areas, the benefits of using vetiver grass to control  
soil erosion. Clean and Green Farming was  
sub-contracted by FSA to do the planting and 
funding came from Green Grant Funds and PIFON.
Clear benefits
There were two selected criteria to assess the  
success of the vetiver grass projects. These were  
the environmental sustainability and replicability  
of the projects. 
On the degraded land on Aneityum Island, natural 
vegetation was able to regrow on badly eroded land. 
This natural vegetation turned into forest in just 8 
years. Vetiver grass hedges also slowly stopped the 
soil from being washed away by rains into the sea 
below and damaging coral reefs. In 8 years the reefs 
were free of mud and there was an improvement in 
the amount of reef life. On the roads of Ambae and 
Tanna, not only was the soil no longer washed away 
by the rain, but less time than before was needed to 
maintain the roads. Local farmers and village 
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retailers no longer had to deal with transportation 
disruption. 
One factor which contributed to the success of the 
projects was the knowledge of the New Zealand 
expert attached to FSA. He conducted training 
sessions for FSA staff and some lead farmers. The 
support of the Vanuatu Government Public Works 
Minister was also beneficial. Limiting factors 
included adding urea fertiliser to soil that was 
already depleted. This was a waste of resources.  
For Aneityum, in particular, flights and ships were 
not regular enough. There were only around two 
flights each week and boats were running only twice 
a month, limiting the ease with which the sites could 
be accessed. 
Conclusions 
Vetiver grass has some limitations but has been 
proven to be very effective in controlling soil erosion 
both in farming and for roads in Vanuatu. Despite 
the limitations surrounding the implementation of 
vetiver grass across Vanuatu, FSA concluded that the 
best way for farmers and road makers to control soil 
erosion is to use vetiver grass.
George Bumseng worked as 
certification manager at FSA,  
Farm Support Association, Vanuatu.  
E-mail: cleanandgreenfarming@gmail.com
Peter Kaoh works as Team Leader 
at FSA, Farm Support Association, 
Vanuatu. 
E-mail: cleanandgreenfarming@gmail.com
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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EMPOWERING  
FIJIAN FARMERS  
WITH MOBILE APPS
Jiu Daunivalu
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Restructuring the way Fiji’s agricultural sector operates has 
allowed the Fiji Crop and Livestock Council (FCLC) to build a 
database of its farmers, and to focus on a plan to empower 
them through technological innovations. With a more efficient 
engagement structure in place, the Council launched a mobile 
app in 2013 to disseminate useful information to rural farmers 
across the country. The app is helping farmers to increase their 
productivity and profitability. Despite these benefits, however, 
maintaining the mobile technology has its challenges.
T he Crop and Livestock Council (FCLC) has become an essential part of Fiji’s agricultural industry since it 
was mandated by the national government in 2010 to 
help provide a more efficient and productive 
environment for the estimated 60,000 farmers in the 
non-sugar, agricultural sector. After the opening of its 
secretariat in 2013, FCLC has made extensive inroads in 
formally organising farmers into 12 crop and livestock 
associations that now comprise the Crop and Livestock 
Council. FCLC’s role is to strengthen farmers’ 
associations, provide technical advisory services and to 
establish advocacy and networking channels between 
the farmers and the government. 
In 2013, FCLC successfully established the Mobile 
Application System (MOAP), an SMS information 
dissemination platform, using the two major mobile 
network providers in the country, Vodafone and Digicel 
Fiji, to facilitate communication and wider outreach to 
rural farmers. Over 30,000 crop, horticultural, and 
livestock farmers in Fiji were technologically connected 
under FCLC’s SMS platform. By embracing technology, 
the Council bridges the information gap that many 
farmers face when it comes to accessing market prices and 
expert agricultural information. A lack of information 
surrounding natural disasters and road conditions as well 
as how to improve farmer capacity, implement best 
farming practices and access markets, have all negatively 
impacted upon Fijian farmers in the past. 
FCLC established the mobile app with funding 
assistance from the EU under its multi-annual 
indicative programme on accompanying measures for 
sugar, designed to alleviate poverty in Fiji by supporting 
income-generating opportunities in the non-sugar 
agriculture sector. This programme ended on 31 
December, 2016. 
The app 
Owned and managed by FCLC, the mobile app 
provided effective linkages between farmers and buyers, 
as well as processors and exporters in Fiji. Farmers in 
the country were able to communicate with different 
organisations and clients, such as Fiji agri-exporters,  
via the mobile application and, irrespective of their 
location, access and share agricultural-related 
information, such as market prices. 
One of the app’s capabilities was to allow farmers 
located in the rural areas of the two main islands of 
Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, to be able to sell their 
products remotely, without the need to travel to the 
markets in nearby towns. A simple text message or 
phone call from the farmers enabled FCLC to connect 
them directly with other farmers and buyers using the 
mobile app. All the farmers had to do was register 
themselves, with a valid mobile number, on FCLC’s 
Fiji Farmers Database, and then they could use the 
app to make sales. 
Cover Farmers can easily 
receive text messages, and 
make better decisions








nominated representatives in their respective areas to  
be members of these Associations, and members of the 
FCLC. As of the end of December 2017, more than 
30,000 farmers were registered to the app having 
entering their mobile numbers into the Fiji Farmers 
Database.
The services provided by FCLC through the mobile  
app platform were:
(i)  M-Alerts: which allowed an organisation to easily 
broadcast messages to farmers producing 
commodities for them. Instead of calling or sending an 
SMS to each farmer, an organisation can, in less than 
1 minute, send a message that will reach all of the 
farmers in one go. 
(ii)  M-Polling: which allowed an organisation to run a 
simple survey. This was similar to M-Alert in the  
way that a message was sent to all farmers at once. 
With M-Polling, however, farmers could also respond 
to the message and the responses were collected for 
the organisation to analyse (FCLC never conducted a 
poll of its own however).
(iii)  Agri-Tips: which allowed a farmer to request 
assistance from FCLC or any organisations using the 
platform. The farmer simply had to send an SMS to 
a service phone number with their question or issue. 
(iv)  M-Pricing: which allowed any registered farmer to 
receive prices of the commodities they are interested 
in by SMS. Organisations with web access could use 
a web interface to analyse the trends.
In the past, farmers travelled long distances to sell their 
produce at markets, incurring high transportation costs, 
or they accepted low prices from middlemen at the farm 
gate. Using the mobile app, FCLC sent text messages to 
inform farmers of the up-to-date prices of selected 
produce, such as root crops and vegetables, at various 
market places, based on market surveys conducted on a 
weekly basis by FCLC. For example, ‘Lautoka Market 
Price Updates: Dalo-up 4%, Cassava – no change, 
Ginger-down 5%, English Cabbage – no change, 
Tomatoes – no change.’
FCLC acted as bridge between the farmers and buyers, 
and the processors and exporters. Extension advisory 
services are limited in Fiji. For example, there is one 
extension officer from the Ministry of Agriculture for 
every 1,000-2,000 farmers. Farmers saw very little of the 
extension officers, meaning that prior to the introduction 
of the app, very little market information ever reached 
them. Josua Raitilava, a ginger farmer and president of 
the Ginger Farmers Association of Fiji, highlighted that 
“[FCLC] provided the way forward and a new era for 
the ginger farmers. The app offered a more sustainable 
way of structuring production.”
About MOAP
In developing the mobile app, FCLC formally 
restructured the crop and livestock sector, by clustering 
them into commodity-based farmer associations at 
national and regional levels and registering them 
accordingly to the Fiji Farmers Database. Farmers of 
every district and region in Fiji were involved through 
awareness-building workshops that led to the successful 
formation of 12 National Farmers Associations. Farmers 
Below Farmer Filimoni 
Kilawekana transports his 
taro harvest to the main road, 
knowing the price he will get 
for it
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An increase in the ownership of mobile devices and 
access to mobile networks has provided opportunities  
for agricultural and rural development in Fiji via this 
technology. Above is a graphic illustrating ‘users by type’ 
as of the end of December 2017.
The number of farmers using their mobile devices to 
their full effect is still low; only 36% of registered farmers 
were actually utilising the app regularly. Promoting the 
benefits of mobile app usage has been prioritised by 
FCLC, in conjunction with Vodafone and Digicel Fiji. 
At the same time, mobile handsets have to be sold at 
affordable prices to farmers. However, due to financial 
constraints, FCLC has not been able to operate the 
mobile app since 2017. Funding is therefore vital for the 
mobile app to serve its purpose and realise its potential.
With wide network coverage in Fiji, receiving 
information by mobile is reliable and farmers can still  
get text information through the dedicated line number, 
1122, for both Vodafone and Digicel Fiji users. For 
example, during tropical cyclone Winston in 2016, 
farmers received SMS alerts instructing them to move 
their livestock to higher ground. Over the past 4 years, 
farmers have received this timely assistance and advice 
from FCLC in times of disaster, such as floods or disease 
outbreaks, or when they needed more seedlings. An 
example of a message is as follows: “Bula members, 
please be advised of an outbreak of American Foul 
Brood Disease in Nabala, Naduri areas, confirmed  
by the Ministry of Agricuture and the Biosecurity 
Authority of Fiji.” 
What’s next?
The way forward is to prioritise the usage of mobile apps 
for all of Fiji’s 60,000 farmers. This needs support from 
government agencies, donors or development partners to 
provide resources for FCLC to be able to reinstate the 
existing mobile app and deliver services to the farmers. 
Strengthening the capacity of all agricultural 
stakeholders through the dissemination of relevant and 
timely agricultural information via mobile apps could 
help to advance food and nutritional security, raise 
awareness about climate-smart farming and improve 
livelihoods. The FCLC, on behalf of Fiji’s farmers, 
eagerly requests funding assistance, to be able to 
reinstate the benefits of its mobile app.
Jiu Daunivalu is CEO, Fiji Crop 
and Livestock Council (FCLC), Fiji. 
E-mail: jiudaunivalu@yahoo.com
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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FARM-TO-TABLE  
VIA COLLECTION  
CENTRES IN FIJI
Alisi Tuqa, Kristyn Lobendahn  
and Sema Bainivalu 
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T The Pacific Islands Private Sector Organisation, PIPSO, has a programme dedicated to agritourism 
and agribusiness, which works with farmers and 
producers to increase their business competitiveness.  
One key intervention concerns assessing value chains, 
looking at the supply of local fruits and vegetables (e.g. 
watermelon and lettuce), root crops and tubers (e.g. sweet 
potato and taro) and seafood (e.g. fish and freshwater 
mussels) into the domestic market, including to local 
hotels and restaurants. In 2015, at the first Pacific 
Agritourism conference held in Nadi, Fiji, local hotels, 
restaurants and chefs expressed concerns about the 
inconsistent supply and the quality of local fruits and 
vegetables and other produce that were being supplied by 
local farmers. At the same meeting, farmers and growers 
also shared the challenges related to getting local produce 
to market. These included the cost of agricultural inputs, 
poor access to roads, costly transportation and produce 
loss and wastage – all of which limit their ability to make 
sufficient earnings. 
The conference acknowledged the key role that chefs 
can play in developing national and regional 
agritourism. There was an acknowledgement that the 
role of chefs in agritourism is still in its infancy and 
needs to be developed further, particularly in getting 
hotels to not only utilise local produce and products, 
but to integrate local cuisine and fanfare into their 
meals, creating culinary fusion between traditional 
foods and contemporary meals. Furthermore, chefs 
should promote local agriculture and have farmers as 
key partners in the agritourism programme by having 
them participate in events, showcasing their products. 
This can help define culinary tourism based on the 
“from farm-to-table” concept and further develop  
key relationships between the farming and culinary 
communities, so that more locally-sourced foods are 
available in restaurants and hotels.
The project
In 2016, PIPSO, in partnership with CTA, 
commissioned a study on collection centres in Fiji. 
These are central points for the collection of fruit and 
vegetable crops for processing, distribution and selling; 
a commercial link between producers and buyers for 
domestic and export markets. The feasibility study, 
Enhancing Market Linkages in Agribusiness in Fiji, was an 
effective way to explore and analyse the challenges 
that agritourism in Fiji faces and to identify solutions 
and specific recommendations which farmers, the 
private sector (including local hotels and restaurants) 
and the government could contribute towards. As the 
manager of CTA’s office in Brussels, Isolina Boto, said, 
“the goal of the study was to look at the potential of 
establishing collection centres in rural areas, where 
nearby private sector companies could buy salads and 
vegetables for hotels and supermarkets.” 
Every year, €215 million worth of fruits and vegetables are 
imported to Fiji, mostly to supply the local restaurant and  
hotel industry. In 2016, the Pacific Islands Private Sector 
Organisation (PIPSO) launched a project to address the 
challenges faced by Fijian farmers and to establish agricultural 
collection centres to improve the amount of ‘farm-to-table’ 
produce used in the country’s tourism sector.
Cover One of the main 
challenges which all farmers 
face is getting their products to 
the market
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from delivering their produce to towns and hotels. 
For those that can secure local vans to transport 
produce, the charges are high because drivers would 
take into account the long distances, the poor road 
conditions and the effects these will have on their 
vehicles. Similarly with maritime transportation, 
boat hire fees are expensive due to high fuel costs.
  With the project establishing collection centres, 
transportation is anticipated to be less of a problem. 
The collection centre is expected to enhance the 
local farming sector by reducing their costs and 
increasing their market access. The collection point 
is near and the produce is collected or deposited at a 
centralised area, meaning that the farmers do not 
have to travel far at all. In some instances, collection 
centre vehicles will even collect the produce in 
clustered areas and transport the produce to the 
collection centre for the farmers. 
• Post-harvest and supporting infrastructure: 
Farmers harvest produce with the expectation of 
selling those items within days, especially with fresh 
produce. Unless farmers are knowledgeable about 
post-harvest losses and have food storage facilities, 
waste and loss of income will continue. The study 
noted that crops are often rejected in the market. 
Damages come from poor handling in the post-
harvest process and inappropriate means of 
transportation to the market. There are a lot of 
farmers who have no formal training and their 
approach to handling crops after they have been 
harvested is often unsuitable.
  With the establishment of collection centres, farmers 
are no longer under pressure to risk their harvest 
rushing it off the fields and to the market. Instead 
The study was conducted in five agricultural areas 
– Nabouwalu, Nadarivatu, Navosa, Ra, Taveuni –  
and was done in a participatory and inclusive way.  
As the collection centres were meant to be community 
resources, it was important to ensure that the study 
was all-inclusive in soliciting views and suggestions. 
This was an important way of capturing feedback 
from various people involved in agricultural activities, 
including women and youth. Furthermore, the project 
allowed hotels and restaurants to specify what produce 
they required and allowed them to see if there was a 
local supply to meet their demands.
A key finding from the project was that collection 
centres established in the past had failed because of a 
lack of experience and commercial expertise. Farmers 
that had used the facilities felt isolated and did not find 
any ongoing engagement and communication 
between the communities and the collection centres. 
Cohesive and genuine partnerships were therefore  
not fostered.
This project looked at ways in which to support the 
local farmers and to reduce their costs and increase 
their market access; strengthening the link between 
the agriculture and farming communities and the 
tourism sector. Increasing local supply to the local 
markets and (potentially) for export, and reducing  
the levels of reliance on imported foods, was a target  
of the project. In looking at the challenges as business 
opportunities, it is envisaged that this will encourage 
the private sector to consider operating collection 
centres and to act as the market link between farmers 
and consumers (hotels and restaurants). In this way, 
consideration can be given to more structured ways of 
doing business, such as promoting contract farming, 
farmers forming business clusters and farmers 
establishing local industry coalitions. In 2016, Fiji was 
estimated to be importing over €215m worth of fruits 
and vegetables, of which at least 50% was being 
brought in to meet the needs of the local hotel and 
tourism industry. In working with farmers to enhance 
their market linkages, there is scope to replace imports 
with locally sourced produce.
The challenges and the solutions
How many of us have eaten at a hotel only to find out 
that the produce being served is not locally sourced? 
Or visited the local supermarket only to find out that 
the majority of the produce is imported? The 
challenges that this project aimed to tackle are already 
common and widely known. 
•  High transportation costs: Transportation is 
one of the largest expenses that farmers face when 
taking their produce to market. Road conditions are 
generally poor and, where roads are developed, poor 
maintenance is often an issue. This restricts farmers 
Above Chiefs can play a key 
role in encouraging the use of 
local produce
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the collection centres and supporting facilities  
(e.g. packing sheds and properly fitted transportation 
vehicles) will be available to farmers. 
• Diminished returns: Farm gate sales, where 
farmers sell their produce direct from their farms,  
is common because it is the most convenient way  
for farmers to make quick cash. However, when 
farmers take their produce to markets, the returns 
are slightly higher. 
  The newly established centres, somewhat, guarantee 
farmers a buyer at a good price because hotels and 
restaurants who source local produce via a collection 
point guarantee themselves consistent supplies all 
year round. All the farmers have to do to get a better 
price is utilise the transportation provided by the 
centres. Save Waqainabete of Joe’s Farm, a local 
agribusiness, found that “farmers are able to save on 
transportation costs and don’t have to worry about 
storage facilities or being guaranteed a buyer for 
their produce, which they receive upfront full 
payment for.” 
• Disease: Another issue that quite prominently in 
Fiji is the high incidences of non-communicable 
diseases (NCDs) and the increasing rates of 
diabetes, heart disease, and malnutrition. 
According to a 2012 World Bank Report, NCDs 
account for a staggering 75% of all deaths in the 
Pacific Islands and the 2014 Fiji Ministry of Health 
Report provided the same statistic. 
  A major contributing factor to the high number of 
NCDs in the Pacific is the large consumption of 
imported foods and the reduced consumption of 
local, healthy produce. As farmers sell their produce 
to the collection centres, they no longer need to 
travel the long distances to the markets, allowing 
them more time to work on other agricultural and 
community-based activities. This includes 
households spending more time to prepare 
wholesome meals using the produce they have 
grown. It is well known that with increased 
disposable incomes, people have more purchasing 
power and a greater tendency to buy processed 
foods. It is hoped that the establishment of collection 
centres will influence communities to appreciate 
local foods more and note the importance of 
consuming them. 
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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Supporting a broader agenda
Health practitioners also argue that with more fresh 
produce going to hotels and local outlets, the 
opportunity to eat healthier foods will be more 
prevalent. One of the conclusions within the PIPSO 
Promoting Nutritious Food Systems Project, is that we 
recognise that a focus on agritourism can also support 
the broader agri-nutrition agenda in Fiji. We can use 
the tourism industry to our advantage and through 
initiatives, such as the collection centres, we can 
promote healthy eating and the consumption of  
local produce. 
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To promote floriculture, South Sea Orchids (SSO) has 
established an outgrower programme in Fiji, which provides  
a temperate climate and market links to Asia, Australia and 
New Zealand. The aim of the project was to foster female 
empowerment across Fiji by teaching women how to grow 
flowers through workshops and information booklets. The 
floriculture industry has improved as a result of more marketable 
produce being grown, and women have been able to create 
their own sources of income to spend on their own priorities. 
Floriculture technical exchanges have been 
undertaken by SSO, or South Sea Orchids, since 
their outgrower programme started in 1994. SSO is a 
floriculture-based business which first started in Suva 
and was then re-established in 1987 at Saweni Beach, 
Lautoka. It was then moved to Nasau, in Nadi, in 
2002. It is mainly owned and operated by Donald 
and Aileen Burness, who are both Fijian citizens. 
The core business is a nursery which sells both cut 
flowers and plants and, in addition, runs pre-booked 
eco tourist garden tours. Because of the establishment 
of the outgrower programme, the Fiji Floriculture 
Association was formed, which 150 growers are 
members of. It is run by a committee made up of 
growers and, through the association, an Australian 
Aid (AusAID) funded poverty alleviation project was 
undertaken in the Koroipita and Housing Assistance 
Relief Trust (HART) villages. 
The main purpose of this project was to develop a 
world class floriculture industry that would make a 
significant contribution to the livelihoods of Fijians. 
This can be achieved because of:
•  The local climate that enables Fijians to grow a 
wide range of tropical flowers and leaves;
• Fiji’s favourable pest and disease status, compared 
with other flower growing countries;
•  A fast-growing local market for floriculture products;
• Fiji’s strategic location with respect to overseas 
markets; and
• The skills and motivation of the women growers.
The main objective was to teach growers the correct 
growing and harvesting practices for specific tropical 
plants in high demand from florists, namely orchids, 
anthuriums, ginger and heliconias. The project has 
grown to include men too.
The project 
There are many women who are not able to work 
because they have to look after their children, so the 
outgrower project offers them the ability to make 
money without having to leave their homes. Even if it 
is a small income, it contributes to the family’s overall 
earnings and empowers women to use the money 
they earn for their own priorities, rather than being 
dependant on their husbands, whose priorities may 
be different. This was the main reason why Mrs 
Burness, CEO of SSO, started the project. She felt 
that if women had money, they would be able to 
prioritise their childrens’ needs. That is why SSO 
decided to run workshops for new growers and to 
produce helpful manuals at the SSO farm.
The emphasis remained on economic empowerment 
and improving the local market for floriculture 
products. Equally, encouraging interested 
Cover Orchids: A small 
industry with great potential
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centres in Nadi and Suva. This has resulted in an 
increased number of florists.
SSO became a partner to CTA, which was 
instrumental in increasing their ability to disseminate 
information about effective growing practices. CTA 
funded all the manuals that were produced and used 
to train participants in both local and regional 
workshops. They also funded the production of three 
manuals for smallholder producers in Fiji, with a lot 
of technical and detailed knowledge about orchids, 
anthuriums, ginger and heliconias. However, they 
are very lengthy and feedback from the many 
workshops, conducted both locally and regionally, 
reflected a need for a simplification of the training 
material. In 2007, with further funding from CTA, 
the production of two new booklets was possible: 
“Smallholder flower production in Fiji”, a booklet 
that described the growing practices of orchids, 
anthuriums, ginger and heliconias in a compact and 
practical manner, and “Floriculture in Fiji as a small 
and micro business”, with basic information for 
starting a small business in floriculture. 
With these booklets, SSO was also able to train 
participants in poverty alleviation in the Koroipita 
and HART villages. This project was funded by 
AusAID, where 15 women in each village were 
provided shade houses (a shelter used to protect 
plants from the sun) and 200 orchid plants each.  
smallholder farmers to grow flowers by facilitating 
their access to markets and training growers in  
good farming techniques, was an important aspect  
of the project. 
The first workshops took place after a feasibility  
study was conducted by Dr Andrew McGregor, 
which concluded that the project had potential. 
Without the initial feasibility study, gaining funding 
for the project would not have been possible. SSO 
was one of only a few nurseries in Fiji and it had a 
vision of expanding the almost non-existent 
floriculture industry. A fundamental aspect of 
improving the industry was giving growers and 
florists the necessary training in order for them to  
be able to supply marketable products. Therefore, 
subsequent to the study, the workshops began.
Floriculture was an extremely small industry in Fiji 
but had great potential because of the favourable 
climate for tropical flowers and local interest driven 
by the aesthetic value of plants, flowers and floral art. 
With biosecurity approval, flowers and plants from 
Fiji are now regularly supplied to Samoa and Tonga.
Before the SSO outgrower programme, florists had 
to source their flowers from various individual 
growers and therefore there were not many florists, 
due to the laborious nature of this task. By creating 
the outgrower programme, good quality flowers were 
made available for purchase through two distribution 
Above Orchids and 
Anthuriums grown at the 
SSO farm
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Challenges
Security was one of the major problems in Koroipita 
and some growers had plants stolen from their shade 
houses. To reduce this problem, wire mesh was 
installed around the bottom of the shade houses. 
Growers were also advised to plant sheena’s gold, a 
thorny shrub, around the sides of their shade houses 
to prevent people from stealing their plants.
Natural disasters, such as flooding, was another 
major problem faced by growers in 2009. Two thirds 
of the anthuriums plants and orchids were lost by 
SSO growers as a result of such weather events.  
The loss of these plants was particularly devastating 
due to their cost and the difficulties associated  
with importing new orchids from abroad.  
Biosecurity checks mean that this can be a  
time-consuming process.
There was a demand for more of a variety of plants 
and so Guzmania plants were imported from Thailand 
and distributed to growers. CTA then funded the 
production of SSO’s third manual in 2013; the Fiji 
floriculture handbook contained all of the 
information from the previous two booklets plus 
information about how to grow Guzmanias. 
A key aspect in the success of this project was the 
weekly field visits, which took place for 2 years to 
ensure that the training was put into practice. This 
was done mainly by SSO field officers. At the end of 
the 2 years, the most reliable growers were identified 
by Floriculture Support Association committees and 
they received more intensive, hands-on training from 
SSO, so that they could begin to oversee other 
growers. SSO remained available if any further 
technical assistance was required.
Above From training 
workshops to a growing 
business
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Good quality flowers were made 
available for purchase through two 
distribution centres in Nadi and Suva. 
This has resulted in an increased  
number of florists.
Keresi Kurukuruvakatini  
works as Project Manager at  
South Sea Orchids (SSO). 
E-mail: sso@connect.com.fj
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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New businesses
Over the years, many requests for SSO to conduct 
workshops, both locally and regionally, have been 
received from different groups who want to expand 
their knowledge on how to start their own businesses 
and market their products. SSO even began planting 
yasi in 2017, when the Fijian Ministry of Forestry 
supplied SSO with 1,000 yasi plants, which were 
distributed to 35 farmers in the western division. 
SSO also conducted workshops in Papua New 
Guinea in 2005, Tonga in 2015 and 2016, Solomon 
Islands in 2009, 2010 and 2011 and Vanuatu in 2010. 
Recently, SSO have been working very closely with 
the Pacific Island Farmers Organisation Network 
and, in 2014, SSO conducted a workshop in Samoa.
In addition to working with NGOs, SSO has been 
asked to conduct workshops for the Ministry of 
Agriculture for participants from Ba, Lautoka and 
Nadi, Suva and Taveuni. The objective of all of the 
workshops that have been conducted over the last  
4 years has always been to help to improve the 
quality and consistency of the floriculture market. 
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